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‘With a fresh grasp o

By Barbara F, McHz

Ellie Honan of Coneord is excited about starting
fourth grade this week. That's a new {eeling for her.
In previous years September was something to dread.
For Ellic, going to schog! meant
{eeling stupid.

Second grade was tough, but by third grade she
was painfully shy and self-conscions” saysher moth-
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er, Christine.

Teachers reported that Ellie seemed bewildered in
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functien than ever before, kids who are
disorganized and planning poorly,’ says
Kavin D. Kznnedy, coordinator of the
Harvard Vanguard Medical Asscociates
Educational Assessment Center in Brain-
tree. Thern are 5o many referrals that his
conter §s planning to offer workshops on
executive fanction skills for students in el-
cmentary, middle, and high school, start-
ing next January.

The concept of executive function first
surfaced about 20 years aga in neurologi-
cal research as a way to desceibe the activ-
ities that take place in the brain's frontal
Iobe. Now psychelogists are using the
term to explain why some children may
have difficulty doing homewark or com-
pleting projects..

Hold o, Childrer have struggled with
homewark for decades, They've been dls-
organized forever. Why do professionals
suddenly have a Tabel to describe it?

One factor is that mare sophisticated
nquropsychological testing can pinpointa
specifie skil deficlency, not just a broad
Tearning or behavioral disability, says clin-
ical psychalogist Michael Neesson of Chil-
dren's Hospital.

Shepiles don't buy it. They say this is
about entitled patants, nat challenged
children.

Several local teachers who did not
want tospeak for the recerd, for fear of of-
fending parents, say 2 label of executive
function Is a way 1o assuage high-achiev-
ing parents’ anxiety. “\hen their kids
aren’tdoing as well a3 they expect, par-
ents want reasons;” says Stephen Gould,
associate exceutive director of the Nation-
al School Leadership Network.

Gould is describing the grumblings he
hears around the country from teachers
who don't think executive function is real.
He thinks it [s. He works with principals
1o salve problems that are affecting large
numbets of students, Executive function
isat thetopofhislist.

e and other educators and psycholo-

gists sav increased academic demandsin.

the Tast five years or 5o are straining stu-
dents' developmental abilities 1o remem-
ber facts and organize thoughts. What
may took ke a learning disability or a be-
havioral disorder may be neurelogical
wiring that nceds to mature, Seme chil-
dren grow intoitor mapageto getby. Oth-
ers, such as Ellfe Honan, just ¢an't kecp
pace with the academle demands desplw
the internal struggle.
“At first, we thought she was bored;”

says her mother. "Then we thought it was
alearning Issue, But she didn't fit the con-
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1 — and label for — an academic block, some slow achievers are eager to return to school
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the classcoom, She daydreamed and never saised her
hand. Testing revealed a bright child with some Tead-
ing difficullics. The siioal provided a specialist, and
ENie began te o better, even seoring in the'80s on
spelling tests.

In thicd grade, the help ended, but problems per-
sisted, Ellic’s frequent refrain was, "1 just dor’t get 1t
Homework almast always involved tears and hours of’
mom sitting by her side.

Tutns out ENlie has 2 problem with working memo-
1y, aterm used to describe the ability to retain in-
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formation fromthe top of a page to the bottom.
Working memory comes under the wmbrella of exer-
wtive function, 2 thinking skill that refers to the tasks
executives tend to excel at, such as prioritizing, orga-

nizing, and mentally shifting information around, Its

askill that develops progressively, starling inthe
elementary years and continuing into adulthood.
i yow've never heard of executive function, brace

yoursell It’s bursting orto the educational scene.

ARAMBOGHOSIAM FOR THE

Cheistine Honan says lessons that develop achild's executive function ave helped her daughter Ellie's working
memory. "It waglike alight bulb v.ent on for Ellie, it was that dramatic,” she said.

stellation of issues for any diagnosis. 1
found out about working memory on the
Web. [t was like a fight bulb weat on for
Ellic, itwas that dramatic

Toomany demands, too early

Lynn bieltzer, a Laxington educational
psychologist, was among the first in the
country to link executive function to day-
1o<lay academic performance, She's been
dizgnosing learaing disabilitics in chil-
dren for 25 years, but about three years
ago she began to notice more children
coming to her wha scored well on tests
but couldn’t organize their thoughts for
projects or essays. Many had other learn-
ing or behavioral issues such as Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Diserder, but some
did not. Some didn't even have a diagnos-
abla learning disability.

She began fo describe these klds as
having weak in executive |

Here's how she deseribes it “Think of a
mountzin. §f you stand at the top Jooking
dewn, you 562 the wholz mountain. Xfyoit
stand at the bottom looking up, you see
‘branches and Jeaves. Executive function is.
what allows you to shift back and forth
from the big ideas to the details and back
again”

Congider 2 fifth-grader who has &
praject to do. He spends louts gathering
information, butwhen It comes time ta sit
at the computer and write his report, he
can come up with only one or two sen-
1enoes,

“Theinformation Isthere. He just can't
figure out how to put it on paper,” says
Meltzer, who is founder and president of
Research Institute for Leaming and De-
velgpment, which develops seftwara-to
help children with learning issuzes. She al-
5o edited a book called “Executive Func-
tion in iom, From Theory to Prac-

tea!” -

Chris Whitbeck, prineipal at the Doug-
las S¢hioel in Acton, says more academics
are being loaded onto younger students in
a drive for high scares on standardized
tests such as MCAS, but the students don't
have: the organizational skills to meet the
demands. A former sclence teacher, he

poluts to that curriculum 28 an example.,

“We've moved from hands-on science,
where seventh-grade stodents in a lzb get
a recip to follow, to minds-on selence,
where students get a problem and materi-
als and have to figure cut what todo.”

Schools out ofisyneh with child devel-
opment contd well be spawning executive
function problems, as placing too many
demands on the system too carly can
shart-circuit it, says Andrea Masterman, 2
psychologist in Needharm who 2lso works
withyoungstudents. -

“T see some scheols giving third-grad-

“Were seeing & lot more refertals for executive
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w-achieving student

grs long-term projects hefore kids
whata project is," she says. "1 sce firs
second-graders whe get a packet on
day morning with their week's as
ment. They have no idea how to br
down. Hello?”

Sharpening an unused kill

Fllis Honan is a case in point. He
ents say they watched her academic
colties becarne a self-fulfilling proph

e knew she was smart,” her m
says. “We just couldn't vonvince her
the worse she dld in school, the mo1
bellaved that she couldn’t do it."

‘The Honans turned to David Gol
aNewton schaol psychologist In pi
practice in Needham who identified
problem as an aspect of working met
He plugged her inte a 25-sesslon saf.

. program developed in Sweden ¢

Cogmed, which teaches children 1
creasetheir working memery capacit

“I'm secing tons of kids like thi:
says.

He says students today don't get 2
portunity to teain their memory. "Fro
early age, they're bombarded with i °
mation fram TV and videos, from 1}
ternet. There's ne negd to memoriz
cause they can instantly go back
refresh or replay. The old-fashioned
of memoty has been deleted from
repertoire”

Executive function weakness — 1l
bel is so new there's no consensus wh
call it — is neither a disability nor 3
dreme, and its not listed in any diagt
Teference.

“[t's not that there s anything il
ently wrong with this child,” says Ne
neuropsychologist Penny Prather. “1
er, if you ask a child to do a skill ahe
when they arc ready for it, the skill 1
gets the chance to develop the w
should, the child can’t pgriorm, a
starts to look mare and more like a
citr

Meltzer's organization, Research
offercd two courses this summer for
dle and high school students on exec
function skills and has developed 2
program, Drive te Thrive, that inet
rates organizational and memery tog
toiheday-to-day curriculum.

Last year at this time, Christine H
says, “My hair would stand on end
thinling about Ellie going back to scl
This year, an animated Ellie says, “T
cited about going to fourth grade. It
ingtobe my best year ever!”

Contact Barbara Meltz at meltz@;
.cont.




