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There is considerable re-

search on how early child-
hood experiences build the 

foundation for brain develop-
ment and healthy child de-

velopment.  
  

The website of The Center on 
the  Developing Child at  

Harvard University  (http:/
developingchild.harvard.edu) 

is a wonderful source of in-
formation on this topic. Here 

you can find a wealth of    
information and resources, 

from short video clips and 

working papers summarizing 
the latest research, to     

parenting tips and more.  
 

We found the working paper 
called ―Building the Brain’s 

‘Air Traffic Control System’ : 
How Early Experiences 

Shape the Development of 
Executive Function‖           

especially interesting. It will 

be the focus of this issue of 

The Literacy Connection. 
 

Why focus on Executive 
Function? 

 
“Executive Function is 

critical for success in 
school and life, and more 

strongly associated with 
school readiness than IQ 

or entry-level reading or 
math skills” (A. Miyake 

2000 and D. Kimberg).   
 



“Having executive function in the brain is like having an air traffic control 
system at a busy airport to manage the arrivals and departures of dozens of 
planes on multiple runways.” (Building the Brain’s “Air Traffic Control” System, 
Harvard University 2012) 

 

What is Executive Function?  

 

It is a set of complex brain activi-

ties that help control emotions, 
achieve goals, and manage our 

daily routines.   

 

There are three core executive 

functions that work together like  
―air traffic controllers‖ of human 

behaviour. They are: 

 

Working Memory allows us to 

hold information in our minds for 

a period of time and then use 

that information to complete a 

task.  

Inhibitory Control means that 

we can resist temptation and 

think before we act. It also     

enables us to avoid distraction 

and focus on a task. 

Mental Flexibility means that 

we can find new ways to do 

things and solve problems.  

 

Here’s an example: Three children 

are building a tower in the block ar-
ea. They are taking turns stacking 

blocks. They’re using inhibitory 
control to wait for their turn with-

out getting too frustrated.  One child 
notices that the square red block 
that is usually there is missing, and 

decides to use the rectangular block 
instead. That’s mental flexibility. 

Another child remembers seeing the 
missing red block in a different area 

of the room, and goes to get it. 

That’s using working memory.  

 
As we know, the above skills are 

crucial for school readiness.  It 
takes time, practice and support 

for children to develop these 
skills.  

 

How can OEYCs and Family 
Resource Programs help sup-

port Executive Function? 
 

In our programs, routines are a 
part of every day, and play is the 

heart of the programs. Simple 
activities, playing with blocks, 

snack time, circle time, etc., can 
help build and nurture the       

development of children’s execu-
tive function. Here are some 

strategies to use: 
 

 Maintain a daily routine with 

activities at predictable times 
(e.g., free play followed by 

circle time, snack, etc.). This 
supports working memory. 

For example, you, or parents, 
can ask the child, ―what are 

we doing after circle?‖  
 

 Introduce variation in the rou-
tine from time to time so that 

children will need to use men-
tal flexibility to adapt to the 

change without undue frustra-
tion. This takes practice!  

 

 
 

 

 

“Children begin life 
ready for relationships 
that drive early brain 

development 
(Greenspan & 

Shanker, 2004). The abil-
ities of children to regu-
late their own emotions, 

behaviours and atten-
tion increase over time 

with maturation, experi-
ence and responsive re-
lationships. Supporting 
self regulation is a cen-

tral focus of early devel-
opment because self-

regulation skills lead to 
physical, 

social, emotional, be-
havioural and cognitive 

competence.” (Early 
Learning Framework, 

page  8) 
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 Give children age-appropriate jobs such 

as tidying up. This is a great opportuni-
ty for building inhibitory control and 

mental flexibility.  
 

 Have an environment with defined 
spaces, storage for toys and activity, 

centres for different types of play, etc. 
This provides practice in  working 

memory and mental flexibility. 
 

 Provide lots of time and opportunity for 
child-led activities, especially imagina-

tive play. ( working memory, mental 
flexibility and inhibitory control ) 

 

 Involve children in story time           
discussions about ―why?‖ ―What if?‖ and 

―what then?‖  Good opportunity for 

practicing working memory (recalling 
what they heard)  inhibitory control 

(waiting their turn) and mental flexi-
bility (imagining various scenarios).  

 

 Plan games and songs that require turn

-taking, memory, sequencing, and stop-
and-start, such as Duck-Duck-Goose, 

Simon Says, Memory,  ―I’m Going On a 
Picnic,‖ and songs such as ―The Good 

Morning Train is Coming‖. Your Early 
Literacy Specialist can give you the 

words if needed! These songs and 
games are good for using working 

memory, inhibitory control and 
mental flexibility.  
 

Looking for the original research used in this Is-
sue? 
Center on the Developing Child at Harvard Uni-
versity (2011). Building the Brain’s “Air Traffic 
Control” System: How Early Experiences 
Shape the Development of Executive Function: 
Working Paper No.  11.  
 
http://www.developingchild.harvard.edu 
 

Take a closer look at the 
cognitive domain inside the 

ELF document!!!!! 
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Book Recommendations 

Tips to share with Families 

 
The ―Early Learning Framework 

(ELF) reminds us  that ―Early 
childhood settings can rein-

force the interrelationship of care and learning 
and the benefits of direct family participation 

in children’s early learning and development‖. 
[ELF page 9].  
  

Executive Function Skills begin at home!
  

Parents play a critical role in their children’s 
life, and they lay the foundation for the       

development of strong executive function 
skills. Parents can support the development of 

these skills from early childhood by encourag-
ing  taking turns, establishing daily routines, 

playing together, etc. Here are some tips to 
share with families. 

 
 Play memory games, such as 

―Original Memory Game‖ by MB, or 

a home made memory game.  
These games will help children to 

remember information. 

 

 Play games such as  I Spy. In this game 
children have to focus and pay attention to 

detail. ―I spy with my little eyes something 
that is yellow….‖ Instead of being distract-

ed by the directions alone, children have to 
listen for that key phrase, ―I spy ‖… 

 
 Pretend Play is full of benefits for young 

children (see ELF p. 16) It is especially  
important to the development of executive 

function; flexibility of thinking and self-
control are required for a child to take on 

another character and play a role. Even 
better, as young children build their play 

scripts with other children or adults, they 

begin to negotiate and share ideas and 
build a plan for play — the next avenue in 

building executive functions. 

 Get children involve in everyday routines, 

such as setting the table for dinner, tidying 

up the toys, sorting the laundry, etc. Pro-
vide children with challenges that they can 

master. 

Old Mac Donald Had a Zoo. 
Old Mac Donald had a zoo. EIEIO 
And in that zoo he had a monkey. EIEIO 
With an EEEEEE here, and an EEEEE there, 
Here an EEEEEE, there an EEEEEE, 
Everywhere an EEEEE, EEEEE 
Old Mack Donald had a zoo, EIEIO 
(Lions roaring, Elephants trumpeting, zebras 
braying) 
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