
Dear IPS Families,

Executive functioning skills are a mental set of skills within the brain which allow children and adults to make
decisions, set and accomplish goals, and regulate emotions. These skills are crucial to all of us in our daily
routines, managing day-to-day tasks, and in higher level thinking. Without the development of executive
functioning skills, it is difficult for children to show their true potential. Children may struggle in school,
especially as they get older, when these skills are needed more and more. More severe difficulty with executive
functioning skills is associated with learning disabilities such as ADHD.

Play-based learning and the development of executive functioning go hand-in-hand; this education practice
helps children make more meaningful connections and develop critical thinking skills by “doing,” as opposed to
simply memorizing facts or being told information. Play-based learning focuses on the acquisition of skills, a
deeper understanding of concepts, and of social interaction between peers, which sets the foundation for later
grades.

Executive functioning includes mental processes such as working memory, self regulation, flexible thinking,
making connections between concepts, time management, and organizational skills. These abilities are
needed for skills from comprehending and making sense of a story to being able to transition from one activity
to another at the appropriate time. As children get older, expertise in these areas are necessary for writing
papers and doing research, timing projects and homework, time management, taking in and retaining
information at school, and organizing materials.

During the preschool years, children’s brains are developing at a rapid rate that never occurs again in their
lives. This is why the foundation we provide for them early on is so meaningful for instilling future habits.

Below are some ways you can encourage and strengthen executive functioning skills in a developmentally
appropriate way. By doing these things, you are setting the stage for the future success of your child.

As always, if you feel that your child may need help in one or more areas of development, or you have specific
questions, please feel free to contact me at jmisra@ipsnyc.org.

Warmly,
Jaya

https://www.understood.org/en/articles/what-is-executive-function
mailto:jmisra@ipsnyc.org


Two-Year-Olds:

Basic puzzles, matching, and sorting games: These activities promote visual working memory, spatial
awareness, motor planning, focus, persistence, and self regulation.

Building: Building promotes visual working memory, motor planning (the ability to direct one’s body in space),
organizational skills, and making connections through pretend play. It also helps teach the concept of cause
and effect.

Some building materials that are good for two-year-olds are large pegs, Duplos, bristle blocks, soft blocks,
gears, Mega Bloks, and railroad tracks.

Environment: Children are better able to navigate their own space when they have a sense of organization
within their environment.  It is also a way of showing them how to organize and maintain space on their own.
This helps with motor planning and beginning to get used to organizing themselves and their materials. Asking
your child to help clean up at this age is the beginning of helping them to learn responsibility, organization,
motor planning, time management, and self-regulation.

Similar to how classrooms are set up, it is helpful to use colorful bins for different materials, to switch out toys
so there is enough space, to not provide too many materials at once, and  to create different areas for different
activities.  This teaches children how to organize their personal spaces and helps them to feel more in control
of their surroundings.  This way, children do not waste energy on navigating their environment (i.e. trying to
locate items that they need) or feeling overstimulated or visually overwhelmed by too many choices or items.

Play Dates: Play dates require children to interact with peers, which requires a lot of self-regulation (impulse
control), distress tolerance (managing emotions when they are upset), and flexibility (compromising with a
friend) than interacting with adults.  Adults, for the most part, are constantly trying to meet a young child’s
needs, make communication easier, and make children feel comfortable.

Pretend Play: Pretend and imaginary play is beneficial to child development on many levels. Pretend play
helps with skills such as motor planning, visual motor skills, fine motor skills, and flexible thinking (aka
substituting a piece of cardboard for a bed or going with a friend's idea instead of their own).

Storytelling and Books: Storytelling and listening to books read aloud helps children connect “visuals”
(pictures in story books, or imagining what characters look like) to stories, as well as an opportunity to practice
sequencing (putting a story’s events in order). Sequencing also helps children understand multi-step directions.



Eric Carle and Todd Parr both have many books for young children that help this age group fall in love with
stories through simple language, clear plots, and bright pictures.

Self-Regulation Practice: Controlling impulses and dealing with disappointment are important for children and
adults. Here are some ways to promote self-regulatory skills: taking turns, sharing, limiting shows or iPad time,
not having to get a toy every time a child visits a store, and focusing on a task for five minutes at a time.

Three-Year-Olds:

Basic puzzles, matching, and sorting games: These activities promote visual working memory, spatial
awareness, motor planning, focus, persistence, and self regulation.

Building: Building promotes visual working memory, motor planning (the ability to direct one’s body in space),
organizational skills, and making connections through pretend play. It also helps teach the concept of cause
and effect.

Some building materials for three-year-olds include Duplos, Legos, bristle blocks, squigz, gears, Magna-Tiles,
railroad tracks, wooden unit blocks, and pegs.

Environment: Children are better able to navigate their own space when they have a sense of organization
within their environment.  It is also a way of showing them how to organize and maintain space on their own.
This helps with motor planning and beginning to get used to organizing themselves and their materials. Asking
your child to help clean up at this age is the beginning of helping them to learn responsibility, organization,
motor planning, time management, and self-regulation.

Similar to how classrooms are set up, it is helpful to use colorful bins for different materials, to switch out toys
so there is enough space, to not provide too many materials at once, and  to create different areas for different
activities.  This teaches children how to organize their personal spaces and helps them to feel more in control
of their surroundings.  This way, children do not waste energy on navigating their environment (i.e. trying to
locate items that they need) or feeling overstimulated or visually overwhelmed by too many choices or items.

Play Dates: Play dates require children to interact with peers, which requires a lot of self-regulation (impulse
control), distress tolerance (managing emotions when they are upset), and flexibility (compromising with a
friend) than interacting with adults.  Adults, for the most part, are constantly trying to meet a young child’s
needs, make communication easier, and make children feel comfortable.



Pretend Play: Pretend and imaginary play is beneficial to child development on many levels. Pretend play
helps with skills such as motor planning, visual motor skills, fine motor skills, and flexible thinking (aka
substituting a piece of cardboard for a bed or going with a friend's idea instead of their own).

Responsibilities: Three-year-olds are ready to participate in simple chores or jobs at home. This could mean
setting the table, being in charge of choosing their clothes the night before school, carrying their backpack to
school, cleaning up, feeding themselves, and walking to school or the store. Doing simple tasks that make
children self-sufficient and help the family are ways of improving self-regulation, organizational skills, motor
skills, and confidence, all things that will help them as they get older and have more responsibilities.

Science experiments: Science experiments are such a great way to promote critical thinking, making
inferences (i.e. taking an educated guess at what will happen next), and having reciprocal conversations
(where both the child and adult take turns speaking with each other). Some simple science experiments you
can do at home are melting and freezing water, seeing which objects sink and which float, color mixing, or
simply letting your child explore by mixing ingredients together. Cooking and art are also forms of science
where children can make guesses and inferences, and adults can ask meaningful questions about the process.
Here are some more ideas: https://www.weareteachers.com/preschool-science/

Storytelling and Books: Storytelling and listening to books read aloud helps children connect “visuals”
(pictures in story books, or imagining what characters look like) to stories, as well as an opportunity to practice
sequencing (putting a story’s events in order). Sequencing also helps children understand multi-step directions.

Three-year-olds are also able to understand questions that pertain to the plot of the story.  Asking  simple
questions about the characters, plot, and what the child would do if he/she were involved in the situations
within the story are ways of promoting critical thinking skills.

Mo Willems is a popular children’s author who uses humor to address topics like friendship, emotions, family,
belonging, and school. Books like these get children to love stories, encourage thinking about situations they
may encounter on a daily basis, and provide a jumping-off point for having conversations.

https://www.weareteachers.com/preschool-science/


Four-Year-Olds:

Building: Building promotes visual working memory, motor planning, organizational skills, and making
connections through pretend play. It also helps teach cause and effect.

Some building materials for four-year-olds include Legos, squigz, gears, Magna-Tiles, railroad tracks, Marble
Run, wooden unifix blocks, robot building kits, 3-D puzzles, and simple woodworking kits.

Conversations: At this age, children benefit from practicing reciprocal conversation with adults, where they
can share questions and opinions as opposed to just labeling or describing items or events. Having these
conversations promotes critical thinking and decision making. It also helps with processing emotions (working
through being upset, sad, frustrated, etc.).

Creative Expression: Classes in creative writing, music, storytelling, art, or theater are great ways to help
your child focus on hobbies and passions, organize skills, and find an outlet for emotions and communication,
which helps with self-regulation.

Environment: Children are better able to navigate their own space when they have a sense of organization
within their environment.  It is also a way of showing them how to organize and maintain space on their own.
This helps with motor planning and beginning to get used to organizing themselves and their materials. Asking
your child to help clean up at this age is the beginning of helping them to learn responsibility, organization,
motor planning, time management, and self-regulation.

Similar to how classrooms are set up, it is helpful to use colorful bins for different materials, to switch out toys
so there is enough space, to not provide too many materials at once, and  to create different areas for different
activities.  This teaches children how to organize their personal spaces and helps them to feel more in control
of their surroundings.  This way, children do not waste energy on navigating their environment (i.e. trying to
locate items that they need) or feeling overstimulated or visually overwhelmed by too many choices or items.

Play Dates: Play dates require children to interact with peers, which requires a lot of self-regulation (impulse
control), distress tolerance (managing emotions when they are upset), and flexibility (compromising with a
friend) than interacting with adults.  Adults, for the most part, are constantly trying to meet a young child’s
needs, make communication easier, and make children feel comfortable.  At this age, children should also be
engaging in conversations with one another that include questions and ideas.



Pretend Play: Pretend and imaginary play is beneficial to child development on many levels. Pretend play
helps with skills such as motor planning, visual motor skills, fine motor skills, and flexible thinking (aka
substituting a piece of cardboard for a bed or going with a friend's idea instead of their own).

Puzzles, matching, sequencing, sorting games and board games: These activities promote visual working
memory, spatial reasoning, motor planning, focus, persistence, and self-regulation.  In addition, board games
and other games with rules encourage self-regulation, flexibility, cooperation, and focus.

Responsibilities: Four-year-olds are ready to participate in simple chores or jobs at home. This could mean
setting the table, being in charge of choosing their clothes the night before school, carrying their backpack to
school, cleaning up, feeding themselves, and walking to school or the store. Doing simple tasks that make
children self-sufficient and help the family are ways of improving self-regulation, organizational skills, motor
skills, and confidence, all things that will help them as they get older and have more responsibilities.

Science experiments: Science experiments are such a great way to promote critical thinking, making
inferences (i.e. taking an educated guess at what will happen next), and having reciprocal conversations
(where both the child and adult take turns speaking with each other). Some simple science experiments you
can do at home are melting and freezing water, seeing which objects sink and which float, color mixing, or
simply letting your child explore by mixing ingredients together. Cooking and art are also forms of science
where children can make guesses and inferences, and adults can ask meaningful questions about the process.
Here are some more ideas: https://www.weareteachers.com/preschool-science/

Sports and Dance: Signing your child up for a formal class in a sport or type of dance promotes body
strength, organizational skills, motor planning, focus, and regulation. It can also promote teamwork and
flexibility, depending on the activity.

Storytelling and Books: Storytelling and listening to books read aloud helps children connect “visuals”
(pictures in story books, or imagining what characters look like) to stories, as well as an opportunity to practice
sequencing (putting a story’s events in order). Sequencing also helps children understand multi-step directions.
In addition, four-year-olds are able to understand questions that pertain to the plot of the story.  They can ask
and answer questions about the characters, plot, what they would do in the situations in the story, or what they
think will happen next.  These are all great ways to promote critical thinking skills.

Mo Willems is a popular children’s author who uses humor to address topics like friendship, emotions, family,
belonging, and school. Books like these get children to love stories, encourage thinking about situations they
may encounter on a daily basis, and have conversations.  Four-year-olds benefit from being read longer
stories, such as simple chapter books.

https://www.weareteachers.com/preschool-science/


Five-Year-Olds:

Building: Building promotes visual working memory, motor planning, organizational skills, and making
connections through pretend play. It also helps teach cause and effect.

Some building materials for five-year-olds include Marble Run, Legos, wooden unit blocks, model train sets,
robot building sets, zoobs, Magna-Tiles, K’nex, and 3-D puzzles.

Conversations: At this age, children benefit from practicing reciprocal conversation with adults, where they
can share questions and opinions as opposed to just labeling or describing items or events. Having these
conversations promotes critical thinking and decision making. It also helps with processing emoitons (working
through being upset, sad, frustrated, etc.).

Creative Expression: Classes in creative writing, music, storytelling, art, or theater are great ways to help
your child focus on hobbies and passions, organize skills, and find an outlet for emotions and communication,
which helps with self-regulation.

Environment: Children are better able to navigate their own space when they have a sense of organization
within their environment.  It is also a way of showing them how to organize and maintain space on their own.
This helps with motor planning and beginning to get used to organizing themselves and their materials. Asking
your child to help clean up at this age is the beginning of helping them to learn responsibility, organization,
motor planning, time management, and self-regulation.

Similar to how classrooms are set up, it is helpful to use colorful bins for different materials, to switch out toys
so there is enough space, to not provide too many materials at once, and  to create different areas for different
activities.  This teaches children how to organize their personal spaces and helps them to feel more in control
of their surroundings.  This way, children do not waste energy on navigating their environment (i.e. trying to
locate items that they need) or feeling overstimulated or visually overwhelmed by too many choices or items.

Play Dates: Play dates require children to interact with peers, which requires a lot of self-regulation (impulse
control), distress tolerance (managing emotions when they are upset), and flexibility (compromising with a
friend) than interacting with adults.  Adults, for the most part, are constantly trying to meet a young child’s
needs, make communication easier, and make children feel comfortable.  At this age, children should also be
engaging in conversations with one another that include questions and ideas.

Pretend Play: Pretend and imaginary play is beneficial to child development on many levels. Pretend play
helps with skills such as motor planning, visual motor skills, fine motor skills, and flexible thinking (aka
substituting a piece of cardboard for a bed or going with a friend's idea instead of their own).



Puzzles, matching, sequencing, sorting games and board games: These activities promote visual working
memory, spatial reasoning, motor planning, focus, persistence, and self-regulation.  In addition, board games
and other games with rules encourage self-regulation, flexibility, cooperation, and focus.

Responsibilities: Five-year-olds are ready to participate in simple chores or jobs at home. This could mean
setting the table, being in charge of choosing their clothes the night before school, carrying their backpack to
school, cleaning up, feeding themselves, and walking to school or the store. Doing simple tasks that make
children self-sufficient and help the family are ways of improving self-regulation, organizational skills, motor
skills, and confidence, all things that will help them as they get older and have more responsibilities.

Science experiments: Science experiments are such a great way to promote critical thinking, making
inferences (i.e. taking an educated guess at what will happen next), and having reciprocal conversations
(where both the child and adult take turns speaking with each other). Some simple science experiments you
can do at home are melting and freezing water, seeing which objects sink and which float, color mixing, or
simply letting your child explore by mixing ingredients together. Cooking and art are also forms of science
where children can make guesses and inferences, and adults can ask meaningful questions about the process.
Here are some more ideas: https://www.weareteachers.com/preschool-science/

Sports and Dance: Signing your child up for a formal class in a sport or type of dance promotes body
strength, organizational skills, motor planning, focus, and regulation. It can also promote teamwork and
flexibility, depending on the activity.

Storytelling and Books: Storytelling and listening to books read aloud helps children connect “visuals”
(pictures in story books, or imagining what characters look like) to stories, as well as an opportunity to practice
sequencing (putting a story’s events in order). Sequencing also helps children understand multi-step directions.
In addition, four-year-olds are able to understand questions that pertain to the plot of the story.  They can ask
and answer questions about the characters, plot, what they would do in the situations in the story, or what they
think will happen next.  These are all great ways to promote critical thinking skills.

Five-year-olds may also be able to read simple books.  Providing books that children can read on topics of
interest is always helpful. If your child is not reading yet, listening to a longer book or chapter book read by you
is also a great option.

https://www.weareteachers.com/preschool-science/

