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GOALS OF THIS WEBINAR SERIES
• Help you understand the cognitive skill challenges people with
FASDs face, and how they need support
• Give you tools to brainstorm how to practically provide
supports in everyday life
• Equip you with tools to address challenging behaviors and
struggling skills
• Inspire you to do your part to change society into one that is
more inclusive and supportive of people with FASDs and other
developmental disabilities
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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WHENE VER YOU
SEE T HIS IMAGE,
IT MEA NS WE
HAV E A V IDEO
ABO UT THE
SUBJEC T O N
OUR C HA NNEL!
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If you want to download the slides now, visit
www.oregonbehavior.com/Australia
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• Debrief webinar sessions with other parents and participants
• Ask questions of other participants and get ideas to apply the
information to your family
• Find help and help others in looking at behaviors and situations
differently, and to brainstorm solutions based on cognitive skills

Oregon Behavior Consultation

WANT
MORE
SUPPORT
BETWEEN
WEBINAR
SESSIONS?
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ASK YOUR QUESTIONS IN THE
GROUP CHAT WINDOW!
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LET’S REVIEW!
Oregon Behavior Consultation

7

POSITIVE TRAITS OF
FASDs
People with FASDs can have a wide variety
of talents, strengths, and positive traits!
•
•
•
•
•
•

Good with animals
Good speakers, expressers
Good with younger kids
Friendly
Motivated to help others
Successful in childcare, customer service, food
services, and caregiving/social work
• Frequently artistically and musically talented

Myles Himmelreich is a motivational
speaker and mentor with an FASD.
www.MylesHimmelreich.com

“YOUR EXPLANATION
GUIDES YOUR
INTERVENTION”*
• When we reframe our way of thinking, it:
– Makes things easier emotionally
– It allows us to problem solve
– It helps the person understand what is going
on
– It is more accurate than our “gut” feelings

*Dr. Ross Greene (“The Explosive Child”)

Research suggests that parents who
understand the brain-based reasons for
behaviors are more likely to:
• Use proactive strategies
• Feel more successful in their parenting
(Petrenko, Pandolfino, Roddenbery)
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LEAP OF FAITH
• Behaviors that look intentional are often out
of your child’s control
• Your child wants to do well, but they don’t
have the skills (yet!)
• Your child can make improvements and build
skills—it just may take time and ongoing
support
• While this is a lot to take in, you can start to
improve things little by little!
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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FASD IMPACTS THE WHOLE PERSON
• Mental health

• Dating

• Medical issues

• Sexuality

• Sensory processing

• Independence

• Academic progress

• Eating/Diet

• Relationships

• Sleep

• Supervision needs

• Motor Skills

• Adaptive skills
• Employment
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FASD REQUIRES DIFFERENT APPROACHES
• Expecting conventional treatments
or approaches to work with an
FASD cognitive skills set is
unreasonable
• Ineffective supports make therapy
boring, frustrating, and traumatic
• Many parents think “Therapy doesn’t
work for my child,” and we can’t
blame them
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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UNDERSTANDING COGNITIVE SKILLS
• The more you learn about the skills,
the easier the process gets
• The Oregon Behavior Consultation
Cognitive Skills List can be a starting
point for assessing and learning
about skills

We emailed the Cognitive Skill List to you. If you have not received it, you
can download it now, or visit www.oregonbehvaior.com/Australia
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COGNITIVE
SUPPORT
[kog-ni-tiv suh-pohrt]

1. Providing a support or
intervention with a specific
cognitive skill in mind.

Understanding

Think
Ahead

Adjust
Expectations

Plan
Together
Change
Approach

EXECUTIVE
FUNCTIONING
SKILLS
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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WHAT IS THE EXECUTIVE
FUNCTIONING SYSTEM?
• The “hub” of cognitive skills
• Helps to connect past experience with
current situations
• Brings in information from various parts of
the brain
• Houses its own set of skills

THE BATTLE IN THE BRAIN
• Executive Functioning evolved after the more
“primitive” areas of the brain
• It allows us to consciously control our actions by
stopping or regulating what other parts of the brain
want us to do
• Our brain literally battles with itself in various
situations:
– Impulse control
– Emotional regulation
– Ignoring Distractions

EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING FUEL
• Executive Functioning “fuel” and skills are a limited resource
•

Setting events use Executive Functioning fuel.

• The more that is being used, the less will be available later
• Fuel can be replenished during sleep and by eating something with
glucose in it

• If someone no longer has Executive Functioning fuel, what will
happen?

(Based on a concept called “Spoon Theory” and ideas from the book “Your Brain at Work” by David Rock)

FUEL AND BEHAVIORS
Lack of fuel or skills leads to: Things to keep in mind:

• Frustration
• Agitation/escalation
• Overstimulation
• Anxiety

• How has the day gone?
(Setting Events)

• Are my expectations
unreasonable?

• How many skills are being
required right now?

“BOIL IT DOWN!”
Do our plans and supports “boil down” to more than just “try harder”?
An incentive is not enough!
Remember to think of the skill that may cause the problem, and then provide a Cognitive Support

W H AT W E ’ V E L E A R N E D S O F A R C H E C K - I N

• The Executive Functioning system of the brain is new
– The “primitive structures” are hundreds-of-millions of years older

• The EF system allows us to consciously control our actions, make plans,
and regulate impulses and emotions (when it’s working!)
• There is only so much “fuel” that we have for Executive Functioning
abilities
• Not having fuel will lead to behaviors when skills are demanded
• “Try harder” is not a support or a reasonable expectation

EMOTIONAL RE GULAT ION
Skill #5
• Allows us to regulate stress without going into fight or flight
• Takes information from the limbic system and assesses the situation
to respond appropriately

There is no “emotional regulation”
structure in the brain.
Emotional regulation is the result of
executive functioning skills working
together.

EMOTIONAL REGULATION (CONTINUED)
• Decreases anxiety/rage/annoyances
• It demands immediate skill use:
– Processing
– Planning/Abstract Thought
– Memory
– Adjusting
– And more!

Is it easy to use these when you’re angry?

TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Situation Selection
Avoid a situation with negative emotions
Jeri realizes her extended family does not understand her son’s
behavior, so she chooses to do Thanksgiving with immediate family
only this year.
Requires:
Being proactive, planning, forecasting, organizing, initiation,
communication, independence
Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.)

CSE: Client Ability

TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Situation Modification
Change the situation after it has started
Jeri leaves the Thanksgiving dinner when her brother does not stop
correcting her son with a stern tone of voice.
Requires:
Processing, planning, organizing, initiation, communication,
independence
Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.)

TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Attentional Deployment
Shifting focus or zeroing-in on a preferred focus
Jeri ignores her brother’s comments to her son. When it continues, she
starts a conversation with her mother about the current political
climate.
Requires:
Attention, Impulse Control, Processing, Initiation, Communication,
Independence
Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.)

TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Cognitive Change
Thinking about the situation differently
Jeri realizes her extended family have never been exposed to a
child with a developmental disability, and they are interpreting
behaviors as intentional and willful. She remembers she used to think
this way.
Requires:
SO MANY SKILLS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.)

TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Response Modulation
Using coping skills after an emotional response
Jeri steps outside to get away from the noise and to breathe. She
texts her friend and smokes a cigarette.
Requires:
Planning, Problem-Solving, Initiation, Regulation
Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.)

ALL OF THESE ARE COMPLICATED!
• Any strategy people use for Emotional Regulation comes at a cost:
– It costs skills (which they may already struggle with)
– Executive Functioning Fuel

EMOTIONAL REGULATION COGNITIVE
SUPPORTS
• Conserve fuel by providing Cognitive Supports to
other skills
• Have a general “Reactive Plan”
• Give notice and make a plan when you are going to
talk about a potentially-difficult conversation!
– “In five minutes we are going to talk about something, and
you are not in trouble!”
– “This could be difficult for us to talk about, so let’s be ready
to follow the plan if we start to get frustrated.”

• Avoid talking in the moment!

WHY AVOID TALKING?
• People with an FASD and other
neurobehavioral conditions often
struggle with processing what is being
said (`Receptive Communication)
• Talking can distract the person from
emotionally regulating
• Talking “invites” a response—and we
don’t want them to respond
• Talking engages too many cognitive
demands (e.g. planning)

Image from BC Open Textbooks; no changes made; Creative Common License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

ATT ENTION-RELATED SKILLS

What is attention? There is no simple
answer.
– Holding attention on one task/concept (skill
#1 and #2)
– Ignoring distractions (#7)
– Resisting impulses to do something else
(#11)

Photo by André Karwath; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5

SUSTAINED ATTENTION
Skills 1 & 2

• Research suggests that when
you pay attention, your
Executive Functioning system
is “syncing up” various parts
of the brain to efficiently
learn
• Holding our attention allows
us to learn complicated
things, as well as to make
plans

THE USUAL SUSPECTS
• Low Executive Functioning “fuel”
• Things moving too quickly
• Too much verbal communication
• Too many skills being demanded
• Neurology (FASD, being a kid)
• Mental health symptoms (ADHD, Anxiety,
Depression, Reactive Attachment, etc.)
• Sensory processing issues (overstimulation)

STRUGGLING WITH ATTENTION
Things that Interfere with Attention:

• The Usual Suspects

•

• Too many
distractions/variables to focus
on

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Lack of motivation
• Being bored with task

Struggles Can Lead To:
Frustration, escalation, anxiety,
restlessness
Unclear expectations/direction
Memory retention issues
Lower communication skills
Boredom
Refusal
Overstimulation
Hyperactivity
Feeling defeated
Being accused of not caring,
refusing, not “trying hard enough”

Cognitive Supports for Attention
• Consider what is “blocking” attention
• Avoid talking! Instead, use visuals!
• Break things down into easy steps (think ahead!)
• Give lots of breaks and transition times
• Reinforce small periods of sustained attention
• Give specific time frames (e.g. “in five minutes you will be done”)
• Provide visuals of expectations/time
• Understand the limits attention
• Some days just may not be good “focusing” days: that is OK!

Remember: supports have to boil down to more than “try harder”!

SELECTIVE ATTENTION
(IGNORING DISTRACTIONS)
Skill 7

• Selective attention allows you to process your environment and ignore/filter distractions
that are not relevant to what you are doing
• We still do not know exactly how selective attention works
• Our brain will:

Processes
all sensory
information

Prioritizes
what is
needed

Assigns
meaning

Starts
cognitive
tasks

Treisman’s Attenuation Theory

STRUGGLING WITH SELECTIVE ATTENTION
Things that Interfere with Selective Attention:

• The Usual Suspects
• Too many distractions/variables
to focus on
• Lack of motivation to do current
task (e.g. boring)
• Being worried about
something/perseveration

Struggles Can Lead To:

• Being off task
• Restlessness, frustration
• Difficulty learning/processing
verbal communication
• Overstimulation
• Being accused of not caring,
refusing, not “trying hard
enough”
• Not being able to participate in
important activities because of
lack of focus (e.g. church, family
time)

Cognitive Supports for Selective Attention
• Provide all of the attention supports already mentioned
• Practice tasks that will be done in a noisy environment ahead of time
• Come up with a non-verbal signal that can redirect attention when
needed
• Provide sensory supports (e.g. calming sensory input) throughout the
routine
• Provide sensory modifications (e.g. ear plugs, calming music)
• Create an environment that is as distraction-free as possible
• Adjust expectations when environment is noisy

IMP ULS E CO NTROL
Skill #11

• Remember, the EF system evolved after
the “primitive brain”
• Impulse control is not natural, even
though it may seem that way
• The EF system must “battle” the primitive
brain to resist an impulse
• It takes fuel!
• Bop-It/screaming in the house

STRUGGLING WITH IMPULSE CONTROL
Things that Interfere with Impulse Control:

• The Usual Suspects
• Trauma

Struggles Can Lead To:

• Tasks longer to complete a task
• Very hyperactive “out of control” behaviors while
playing
• Frustration and boredom with a task

• New, unfamiliar situation

• Dangerous or risky behaviors

• Unclear expectations

• Lashing out during escalation with words that don’t
take thinking (we think them all the time)
• Engaging in aggressive behaviors without thinking
• Life changes (e.g. pregnancy)

Cognitive Supports for Impulse Control
• Slow down!
• Adjust and/or clarify expectations
• Break things down
• Put visual reminders within sight
• Work on small periods of impulse control (e.g. hands to yourself for five minutes) and
reinforce
• Remember, it may just take time (brain development) for improvements to be made
• Provide supervision if impulse control leads to dangerous or risky behavior
• Pre-plan and practice situations where you know the person will struggle with impulse control
(e.g. going to the store, being approached by a stranger, being pressured into sex)

W H AT W E ’ V E L E A R N E D S O F A R C H E C K - I N

• Emotional Regulation takes a lot of fuel and various
other cognitive skills: it is not simple and takes
practice
• Practicing plans helps the person be more successful
at following through in the moment
• Attention is complicated and is more than just
“paying attention”. It takes practice and brain
development
• Selective Attention (ignoring distractions) takes
constant processing and filtering
• Impulse Control is not the natural state of things:
giving into our impulses is much more “natural!”

WORKING MEMORY
Skill 3

• Our ability to learn information and manipulate it “in the moment”
• Has a “capacity” of about 7 variables (game of Simon)
• Critical component of abstract thinking
• Part of Receptive Communication (skill #16)

Phonological Loop
Visuospatial Sketchpad

Episodic Buffer
Baddeley and Hitch's Model

STRUGGLING WITH WORKING MEMORY
Things that Block Working Memory:

Struggles Can Lead To:

• The Usual Suspects

• Difficulty learning

• Abstract
concepts/expectations

• Difficulty adapting quickly

• Several distractions and
sensory input
• Talking
• Noises

• Frustration
• Unclear expectations/confusion
• Difficulty using other skills (e.g.
planning)

“ANYTIME YOU’RE GIVING PEOPLE INSTRUCTIONS,
YOU’RE RELYING ON THEIR WORKING MEMORY…
ANYTIME YOU’RE TELLING A CHILD WHAT TO DO,
YOU’RE RELYING ON THEIR WORKING MEMORY.”
-DAN DUBOVSKY
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Cognitive Supports for
Working Memory
• Slow things down/give time to think
• Visualize! Avoid too much verbal communication
• Provide proactive and reactive sensory supports
• Go over information again a few minutes/hours later

R E M E M B E R : S U P P O R T S H AV E T O B O I L D O W N T O
M O R E T H A N “ T RY H A R D E R ” !

ASK YOUR QUESTIONS IN THE
GROUP CHAT WINDOW!
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PLANNING
Skills 8 & 9

• Our brains are constantly making plans and adjusting plans
• For most of us, this seems natural—but it’s a cognitive skill that you have practiced!
• Whenever something unexpected happens, our brains engage several cognitive skills
to adjust, including planning (4. Transitioning)

Oregon Behavior Consultation
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CONSEQUENCES TO PLANNING DIFFICULTIES
• How often are we required to “plan”?
• How often are children or adults with FASD put in a situation were
they cannot make plans quickly or accurately enough?
• Children who struggle planning will:
– Become overwhelmed easily
– Struggle with sudden changes to a plan
– Show frustration or other behaviors “for no reason”
– Make decisions that don’t seem to make sense, though every one
assumes they “knew what they were doing!”
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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ADJ USTI NG/TRANS ITI ONING
Skills 4, 13, 14
• Remember, planning is hard! So adjusting to a
change in plan will also be hard. It is forced
planning.
• Transitioning includes shifting attention and mindset
into a new environment or set of expectations
– Often very difficult, and can product anxiety,
oppositional behaviors, or avoidance behaviors (e.g.
excuses)

• Familiar and expected transitions tend to be
easier because they are practiced and thus require
less executive functioning skills and processing.
– Don’t interpret this as “picking and choosing”

STRUGGLING WITH PLANNING AND
TRANSITIONING
Things that Block Planning and
Transitioning:

• The Usual Suspects
• Abstract concepts

Struggles Can Lead To:

• Difficulty in abstract play
• Difficulty learning
• Difficulty adapting quickly

• Unexpected
changes/demands

• Frustration/escalation
• Overstimulation (transitioning)

• Things going differently
than expected

• Anxiety (uncertainty of what to
expect)

Cognitive Supports for Planning and
Transitioning
• Slow things down/give lots of thinking time
• Visualize! Avoid too much verbal communication
(“notes”)
• Give appropriate notice when the plan has to change
• Figure out what the person is expecting ahead of
time, not in the moment
• When plans change, immediately “paint the picture”
(compliment)
• Pre-plan and practice as much as possible!

W H AT W E ’ V E L E A R N E D S O F A R C H E C K - I N

• Working Memory allows us to take in information and language
“in the moment”
• Visuals are a crucial support for people with Working Memory
issues
• Children and adults with developmental disabilities struggle
with Planning, but are always expected to do it anyway
• Transitions which are familiar (practiced) are easier than
unexpected or unfamiliar transitions
• By “painting the picture” for a child, we can help prevent many
behaviors

HOMEWORK!

Pick 2 executive functioning skill deficits to focus on for the
next month. Use the cognitive support process to identify:
• How do these skill deficits require you to think ahead?
What steps do you need to take to think ahead more
effectively?
• Do you need to adjust expectations due to these skill
deficits? Do other people? Which specific areas need to be
adjusted, and what are the first steps to implementing
them?
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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HOMEWORK!
Pick 2 executive functioning skills to focus on for the next
month. Use the cognitive support process to identify:
• Which suggestions offered today should you implement?
Which strategies will be difficult for your brain to start
doing? How can you practice or plan ahead?
• How can you support these skills during proactive
conversations? Can you problem-solve any behaviors
related to the skill deficits?
Oregon Behavior Consultation
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OregonBehavior.com—join our mailing list!
www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior

www.facebook.com/BeTheBrain

