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For the last 14 years, give or take, you’ve acted as your child’s “surrogate 
frontal lobe.” Though she’s in high school now, you still find yourself plan-
ning your teen’s schedules, coaching her through her nightly homework, or 
completing the chores she’s forgotten (for the tenth time this month). 

And you feel guilty about it. 

Because, though teens with ADHD often do need more parental structure 
and support, you’re not doing anyone any favors by helicoptering. As the 
impending shadow of adulthood looms, it’s time to assess whether you’re 
doing too much for your child — and how you can better prepare him for 
success in the “real world.” 

Chances are, your teen is craving independence. The problem? Adolescents 
with ADHD don’t always have the executive function skills needed to man-
age life on their own. They must be taught and coached over years.

Where to begin? First, consider that brain chemistry and brain development 
change dramatically during adolescence and puberty. Recognize that your 
child’s neurological and emotional health is changing daily — so your cop-

COLLEGE TRANSITION

6 ways to smooth the leap 
towards independence 
http://additu.de/grad

Teenagers crave independence. This is natural and healthy. It is 
also potentially dangerous if your teen has ADHD, which impairs 
the executive function skills she needs to plan, remember, and 
execute. Use these 8 strategies to help your adolescent take the 
reins on life — slowly and surely.

By Peg Dawson, Ed.D and Russell Barkley, Ph.D.
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Teen’s Executive 

Function Skills
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4

from the editors of

8 Ways to 
Strengthen Your 
Teen’s Executive 
Function Skills

ing strategies should, too. Once you understand your teen’s brain, use the 8 
strategies below to start building her executive functions.

What teens Want
All teens — with and without ADHD — essentially want the same four things:

1. The chance to do what adults do

2. The opportunity to make their own choices and decisions

3. The feeling their opinions are valued

4. The freedom to decide what rules apply and how

Understanding these central desires — and leveraging them wisely — can 
help you design targeted strategies to help you build your teen’s executive 
function skills. 

What are executive functions?
Executive functions are brain-based skills that help teens to regulate behav-
ior, set and achieve goals, balance desires with responsibilities, and learn 
to function independently. More clinically, they comprise 7 skills critical to 
daily life and future success:

1. Self-Awareness: Simply put, this is self-directed attention.

2.  Inhibition: Teens with hyperactive-type ADHD, in particular, struggle 
with self-restraint.

3.  Non-verbal Working Memory: Working memory refers to the abil-
ity to hold things in your mind. Non-verbal working memory is a 
measure of how well your teen can recall visual imagery.

4.  verbal Working Memory: Verbal working memory refers to “self-
speech” or internal speech. Most teens think of this as their inner 
monologue.

5.  Emotional Self-Regulation: This is your teen’s ability to manipulate 
his own emotional state using the aforementioned executive functions. 
This means learning to use words, images, and his own self-awareness 
to process and alter how he feels about things.

6.  Self-Motivation: This refers to your teen’s ability to motivate herself 
to complete a task when there is no immediate external consequence. 
Teens with inattentive ADHD are often deficient in this skill.

7.  Planning and Problem Solving: Experts sometimes like to think of 
this as “self-play.” It refers to how your teen manipulates information 

A+ ADvICE

7 mantras for any teen 
with ADHD trying to 
figure it all out 
http://additu.de/advice
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in his mind to come up with new ways of doing something. The hu-
man brain is constantly “taking things apart” and recombining them 
in different ways; it’s an important way for people to plan solutions to 
problems big and small.

Typically, these executive skills take 25 years to fully develop (meaning even 
your child’s neurotypical friends struggle with them). The ADHD brain, 
however, can take as long as 30 years to develop these executive function 
skills. Along the way, individuals with ADHD are too often labeled lazy or 
defiant. In reality, their problems are not motivational but neurological — 
brain-based challenges with initiating tasks or sustaining attention. 

executive function building strategies
Try these 8 tactics to help your teen understand and compensate for her 
brain-based challenges:

1. Set the Tone
When communicating with your teen, focus on the problems and frustra-
tions she encounters in each specific situation, not the skills or lack of skills 
underlying these problems. If your teen feels attacked or deficient, she will 
not likely participate in any proposed changes. 

2. Pick Your Battles
Not all disagreements are created equal. There are times when you can (and 
should) walk away from a dispute with your teen. This necessitates knowing 
your child — and yourself — well enough to understand how to quickly de-
escalate any situation. 

This doesn’t mean letting your teen walk all over you. It means working to 
model emotional control for your child. This is an art, not a science — par-
ticularly for parents living with ADHD themselves — so don’t beat yourself 
up if you snap or stumble along the way.

3. Use Natural Consequences
In certain scenarios, your teen’s own actions are punishment enough. For 
example, a child exceeding her smartphone’s monthly data limit either has 
to pay the extra charges or she loses the privilege of using her phone. Both of 
those are natural consequences, which are typically easier to understand — 
though not always easy to swallow. 

Allowing your teen to experience natural consequences is rarely easy, but it 
is important as it strengthens the mental connection between cause and ef-

WhY TEENS OPT OUT

Understand and manage 
motivation problems in 
your teen 
http://additu.de/
motivation

http://additu.de/motivation
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fect. As you do, remind your teen that her behavior alone triggered the conse-
quences, whatever they might be. Say, “We discussed this when you got your 
phone. If you exceed your data limit, you can pay the additional charges, or 
you can surrender your phone.” This framing gives your child a choice — as 
well as an active role in avoiding the “punishment” of losing her phone.

4. Link Privileges to Performance
This one is simple: If your teen does X, he gets Y. If he finishes all his home-
work, for instance, he gets to play an hour of video games before bed. Or, 
if he completes all his chores this week, he can go to his friend’s party on 
Saturday. Don’t offer rewards for the completion of simple, one-step tasks; 
give your child real incentives for finishing the work that unlock the things 
he enjoys, like screen time or nights out with friends. 

For less concrete behaviors, try a long-term approach. If you’d like your 
child to be more supportive of her younger sister, for instance, put a marble 
in a jar whenever you notice her speaking to her kindly or joining her for a 
game. When the jar is full, tell your teen that she’s earned a special privilege. 

5. Be Willing to Negotiate
In adolescence, kids should take on more responsibility and parents should 
relinquish some (not all) authority. To make this work, a parent must try to 
respectfully understand her child’s point of view and motivations — in other 
words, why he wants what he wants — and be willing to negotiate a solution 
that leaves everyone happy. 

When a problem arises, ask your child how he would solve it. Teens are more 
likely to participate in a plan if they feel like an equal partner contribut-
ing meaningful input on the rules. Discussing and implementing solutions 
as part of a team also helps your teen improve her self-awareness, working 
memory, and problem-solving skills.

6. Trust, But verify
When you and your teen agree to work on a behavior, be sure to create a reli-
able, fair way to check in. Make sure your teen knows you’ll be keeping track 
of her progress, so she doesn’t feel as though you don’t trust her.

If you created a plan contingent upon her turning in her homework, for 
example, tell your child that you’ll be emailing her teacher every Thursday 
night to confirm that all assignments were turned in on time — and then 
follow through. This weekly report can be written into your child’s IEP or 
504 Plan, if she has one.

True GriT

Turning your teen into a 
trooper  
http://additu.de/grit

http://additu.de/grit
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7. Involve Others
As he enters adulthood, your child will need to learn how to synthesize in-
formation from people and places outside the home. Try asking your child’s 
sports coach to help him improve his time-management skills, for instance, by 
offering rewards when your child consistently shows up on time to practice.

If you don’t have ADHD, your child may benefit from mentors who can 
demonstrate how real-life adults manage the condition. Have your teen 
spend time with a family member or community leader who has ADHD. 
Adolescents often respond well to new perspectives — particularly from 
people who share some of their challenges.

8. Ask Questions
Instead of making suggestions or giving orders, try asking questions to draw 
out information from your teen. “So what do you have to do for homework 
tonight?” “When are you planning to start that science project?” “Do you 
think you have enough time to finish it?” Use language that supports ex-
ecutive-skill development, like, “What’s your plan? What do you have to 
do first? How long will that take?” And remember that more is not always 
better — too-frequent reminders and questions may push your child in the 
opposite direction.
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learn how.
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