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Previous Iterations



Topics We Will Cover:
Identify all the demands in your lessons. Use games to 
increase curricular accessibility while targeting content
objectives, literacy-based skills, and components of 
executive functioning.

1. What does it mean to have an accessible curriculum?
2. What are planned and hidden demands in your lessons?
3. What’s the connection between Executive Functions and 

Literacy Skills?
4. What are teacher practices and instructional routines 

designed to enhance student learning?
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Cooke’s Mission

Cooke School and Institute 

envisions a world in which 

all people with special needs 

are included as valued 

members of their communities, 

leading independent and 

purposeful lives. 

29% Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

18% Intellectual Disability (ID) 

23%  Speech and Language Impairment 

(SLI)

13% Other Health Impairments (OHI)

11% Learning Disability

5% Multiple Disabilities

The Common Elements: 

● Learning Needs

● Adaptive Skills

● Social Emotional Needs

● Sensory/Motor Needs

We are a Kindergarten through 21 Program



Who am I?
14 years of classroom teaching experience:

● 3rd & 4th grade public school teacher, general education inclusion 
classroom

● 11 & 12th grade ELA and Social Studies private school, Special 
Education

● Math, Science, Literature Summer School Teacher, Massachusetts 
Department of Youth Services

● Adjunct Professor, Columbia University
● Adjunct Professor, New York University

Licensed Reading Specialist (Birth-Adult)
● Teachers College, Columbia University

Licensed Elementary Teacher (K-6)
● Boston College



1. What does it mean to have 
an accessible curriculum?



We’re not just 
playing games! 

I’m using Station 
Learning Model.

I’m using 
multisensory 

approach.

I’m teaching 
discrete skills 

explicitly.

I’m providing regular 
and frequent 

opportunity for 
student application.

Students engaged in 
both review and 

deliberate practice. 

The various activities 
allow for diverse 
responses from 

students. 

The environment 
builds in student 

choice and 
student planning. 



2. What are planned and 
hidden demands in your 
lessons?
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 “I don’t want to do it.” “I can’t do it.”

What are reasons a 
student wouldn’t want to 
do something?

What are reasons a 
student wouldn’t be able 
to do something?

Resistance vs Struggle



Demands We Place on Students

Planned Demands Hidden Demands
The intentional part of the 

curriculum that contains planned 

goals, desired objectives, and the 

necessary content.

The demands of the curriculum, 

lesson, or activity that are 

unplanned but will impact a 

student’s ability to demonstrate 

the planned demands.  



Demands We Place on Students

Hidden Demands
The demands of the curriculum, 

lesson, or activity that are 

unplanned but will impact a 

student’s ability to demonstrate 

the planned demands.  

Executive Functions

Prerequisite Skills



3. What’s the connection 
between Executive Functions 
and Literacy Skills?



What is literacy?



Struggling Writers Often:

(a) have limited knowledge of what constitutes good writing,
(b) utilize an ineffective writing approach,
(c) do not engage in advance planning,
(d) have difficulty generating content,
(e) rarely make meaningful revisions,
(f) struggle with transcription (handwriting + spelling),
(g) evidence minimal persistence, and
(h) have an unrealistic sense of self-efficacy

(Graham & Harris, 2005a; Harris & Graham, 1996).



Struggling Readers Often:

(a) Have difficulty decoding / lack fluency or reading rate
(b) Do not readily access or apply prior knowledge
(c) Struggle with prioritizing information
(d) Lack vocabulary to support comprehension
(e) Unable to self-monitor or recognize when confused
(f) Less likely to employ comprehension clarification strategies



Our Focus



What are executive functions?

Cognitive 
processes needed 
to facilitate:



EF is meaningless alone…

Executive functions must interact with 
other cognitive domains 

For example,
❏ Dinner ≠ pile of ingredients on the table
❏ Dinner ≠ a recipe in a book
❏ Dinner = ingredients (what) plus a recipe 

(how)



Rationale

“…certain executive functioning difficulties can emerge as 
early as kindergarten and they dramatically increase the 
likelihood of serious academic problems in the first half of 
elementary school.”

Barshay, Jill. Does a lack of executive function explain why some kids fall way behind in 
school? The Hechinger Report. (2018)



Rationale

“Even beyond childhood, the ability to exert self-control in 
the early years, for which EFs are essential, predicts 
achievement, health, wealth, and quality of life in 
adulthood.”

Wood, L., Roach, A. T., Kearney, M. A., & Zabek, F. (2018). Enhancing executive function 
skills in preschoolers through a mindfulness‐based intervention: A randomized, 
controlled pilot study. Psychology In The Schools, 55(6), 644-660. 
doi:10.1002/pits.22136



Rationale

“Children with learning disabilities have a difficult time 
performing actions that rely on executive functioning and 
therefore cannot reach the level expected of their peers in 
areas such as language…”

Bishara, S., & Kaplan, S. (2016). Executive Functioning and Figurative Language 
Comprehension in Learning Disabilities. World Journal Of Education, 6(2), 20-32.



Rationale

“Executive function skills were advanced as children 
communicated and negotiated with each other the 
components of their games during guided play. The 
engaging play motivated these students to practice 
self-regulation…” 

Cavanaugh, D. M., Clemence, K. J., Teale, M. M., & Montgomery, S. E. (2017). Kindergarten 
Scores, Storytelling, Executive Function, and Motivation Improved through Literacy-Rich 
Guided Play. Early Childhood Education Journal, 45(6), 831-843.  



Rationale

“…both attention shifting and inhibitory control 
demonstrated unique direct associations with reading 
comprehension [in 4th graders].”

Kieffer, M. J., Vukovic, R. K., & Berry, D. (2013). Roles of Attention Shifting and Inhibitory 
Control in Fourth-Grade Reading Comprehension. Reading Research Quarterly, 48(4), 
333-348.



What do we know about EF?



What are executive functions?

Working Memory

Cognitive Flexibility

Inhibitory Control

The ability to store, 
manipulate, and sustain new 
information in the mind.

The ability to switch tasks or 
shift our attention between 
information.   

One’s level of distractedness or 

ability to resist impulses or 

urges.





Executive Functions & Literacy 
Ages: Ideas to Support and Strengthen EF

3-5 Years 
Old

Imaginary Play
• create “roles” with 

behaviors that must be 
sustained

• inhibit behaviors or 
responses that don’t 
follow “roles” or 
developed “rules” of 
play

PLAN a play:
● planning requires 

thinking first, then 
acting = inhibitory 
control

Group Storytelling:
● requires flexibility and 

self-control to adjust 
additions to the plot

BINGO
•Promotes inhibitory 
responses when the rule 
states to cover the 
opposite of what the 
leader calls (e.g. put a 
chip on day when 
“nighttime” is called)

•Promotes working 
memory while holding 
directions in mind

5-7 Years
Old

Games Requiring Students to Remember 
Locations or Match:

• Promotes Working Memory and Cognitive 
Flexibility

• Think of your classroom; How can a game of 
memory be used? (e.g. Can you create your own 
version of Go Fish, Crazy Eights, Uno using 
vocabulary, content, strategies?)

Matching and Sorting
•Promotes cognitive flexibility when rules are 
changed, (e.g. sort by matching letters, sort letters 
by color now)

Introduce conflict resolution or negotiating strategies 
(e.g. flipping a coin)

7-12
Years Old

Games increase in complexity
• Promote increased self-regulation
• Music, Singing, and Dancing continue to 

promote working memory, self-monitoring, 
selective attention

• Create songs “to the tune of” using classroom 
vocabulary or content

• Crossword puzzles 
• promotes working memory, cognitive flexibility



Promoting Self-Monitoring

How are you teaching 
students to self-monitor?



Executive Functioning Adolescents

Goal Setting:
● Teach students HOW to set goals and reach them
● Short term vs long term goals
● Require writing a personal journal (self-reflection 

and planning)

www.developingchild.harvard.edu

http://www.developingchild.harvard.edu/


Executive Functioning Adolescents
Curricular Implications:
• Model how to break down projects into manageable pieces
• Create timelines with students

– (e.g. provide rationale for time between essay drafts)
• Use timers in the classroom to promote self-monitoring

– (e.g. if you’re confused, lost, uncertain of what to do, what 
needs to happen next?)

• Sabotage experiences
– (e.g. require students to multitask and then reflect on how 

that impeded learning)
• Require students to maintain lists of what they have learned 

when it comes to their process of learning
– (e.g. “While working on this project, I learned __. Next time I 

will__.”)

www.developingchild.harvard.edu

http://www.developingchild.harvard.edu/


Pop Quiz: EF in the classroom...

Working Memory

Cognitive Flexibility

Inhibitory Control
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What are executive functions?

Working Memory

Cognitive Flexibility

Inhibitory Control



EF and Literacy



Working Memory & Fluency



EF and Literacy, cont.



Figurative Language and EF



EF and Literacy, cont.



Determining Significance



To Support 
Perspective 
Taking

GOAL: To support 
students’ ability to 
take different 
perspectives 

CONTENT: To 
develop their 
understanding of 
cultural systems

Personal: 
Identify personal 

culture

Complex: 
Visible and Invisible 

Culture

Historical: 
Political Cartoons

Image: http://geographyreflectionblogemily.blogspot.com/2015/05/cultural-iceberg.html 

Access points are the most concrete:

Sentence Scramble 
Directions:

1.Take all the cards that are 
the same color. 

2.Create a real question.
3.Find the same question 

on your worksheet. 
4.Answer the question in 

your worksheet.
5.Put the cards back. Take 

a new color.

http://geographyreflectionblogemily.blogspot.com/2015/05/cultural-iceberg.html


4) What are teacher practices 
and instructional routines 
designed to enhance student 
learning?



During Planning:

If a student exhibits weaknesses with:

what supports/strategies can you use to make 
[insert objective] more accessible and universally 
designed?



Curriculum Design: UDL



Universal Design for Learning



Universal Design for Learning



Universal Design for Learning





Classroom Environments

2 ways to look at this:

Intentional planning to simultaneously target EF and objectives:
● In addition to my literacy/content skills, this game is intentionally targeting 

turn-taking, active listening, cognitive flexibility, and organization of writing

Reflect on the hidden and intentional demands you’re placing on your students:
● I made this game about building paragraphs and it was hard. I didn’t realize 

how much cognitive flexibility was required to engage meaningfully.



Self-Regulated Strategy Development



SRSD’s 6 steps have:



It’s not just a game...
Activity A Activity B Activity C Activity D

Planned 
Demands:
● What content is 

being reviewed?

● What are the 

Literacy 

Objectives?

Hidden 
Demands:
● What Executive 

Functions are 

utilized?

● What 

prerequisite 

skills are 

necessary?



Activity A: Build a Paragraph

Literacy Skills:
● Introduce a topic clearly and group related 

information in paragraphs 
● Recognize when irrelevant evidence is introduced

“Build That Paragraph Game” Directions:
1. Pull a topic card. 
2. You must build a paragraph about that topic. 
3. Take turns. Player 1 pulls a sentence and reads it out 

loud.
4. Decide if that sentence is on- or off-topic. 

a. On-topic? Place the sentence on your mat
b. Off-topic? Place it in the discard pile. 

5. Other players: You can steal the sentence if it 
supports your topic before it goes in the discard pile. 



Activity B: Current Event Smackdown

Smackdown Game Directions:
1. Teacher prepares 5W cards. 

face up in the middle of the 
table.

2. Teacher prepares detail cards 
from actual current event. 

3. In a small group, students 
listen as a detail from the 
article is read aloud.

4. Students SMACK the 5W in the 
middle it answers. 

Literacy Target Skills:
● Identify main ideas of nonfiction text
● Summarize nonfiction text



Activity C: Figurative Language

● Matching
● Sorting
● Memory
● BINGO
● Silly Sentences

Literacy Target Skills of Memory Game:
● Identify figurative language 

expression with its literal meaning



Activity D: MEGAWords* 

*The Megawords series consists of eight Student Books and accompanying Teacher’s Guides that provide a systematic approach to decoding, spelling, and 
understanding the multisyllabic words encountered from the fourth grade on. 

http://eps.schoolspecialty.com/products/literacy/phonics-word-study/megawords-2nd-edition/about-the-program 

Literacy Target Skills:
● decode and spell multisyllabic words
● self-monitor for meaning and accuracy

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1kf28o54AWYxpcfXgJjiAI2z0Lf2S_SvS/preview
http://eps.schoolspecialty.com/products/literacy/phonics-word-study/megawords-2nd-edition/about-the-program


If a teacher says:

“Well, I tried _[insert skill or content objective]_ and it 
didn’t work. What do I do now?”

Step 1: Make a list of the demands...ALL the demands. 
Step 2: Walk through potential hurdles:

QUESTION Did you provide written 
directions?

Did you isolate the new skill 
being taught?

Did you carefully scan the 
text for prerequisite skills?

RESPONSE NO? → You hijacked their 
working memory before the 
activity even began

NO?  → His challenges with 
inhibition put him at a 
disadvantage because he 
had to manage excessive 
extraneous information 

NO? → Her 
comprehension may have 
been compromised by the 
requirement to use 
cognitive flexibility on 
figurative language, 
multiple perspectives, or 
multiple meaning words

SOLUTION



Recommendations
1. Know the literacy demands of your discipline
2. Actually DO everything you ask your students to do in 

advance: 
a. Complete analyse for all literacy and EF demands

3. Use your analysis to make hidden demands visible or 
intentional and supported

4. Find your access point: What is the most concrete way 
to begin?

5. Build in opportunities for students to work together
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