
 

 

 

Trauma and Executive Functioning 

 

In the symphony of learning, executive functioning takes the role of conductor. 

Executive functioning controls many of the developmental tasks that students require 

to succeed in your classroom. Impaired executive functioning results in negative 

impacts on performance in academic settings (DePrince, et al. 2009).  As stated, trauma 

exposure in childhood has been shown to impact executive functioning resulting in poor 

academic achievement.   

Impaired executive functioning leads to difficulties in cognitive flexibility and 

controlling for these brain processes, including regulating and anticipating (Cook, et al. 

2005; Creeden, 2009; Spann, et al. 2012). Executive functioning is involved in classroom-

required activities such as directing and shifting attention, manipulating information 

 

Impairments to executive functioning from childhood trauma include: 

• Problems with predicting outcomes, 

• Difficulty making decisions and evaluating own progress,  

• Problems in establishing cause and effect, 

• Setting goals, 

• Organization, 

• Problems with planning and predicting, 

• Difficulty assigning and tracking appropriate time for activities, 

• Disorganized with use of time and space, i.e., often loses or misplaces 

items, and 

• Poor problem solving. 
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within working memory, and the ability to self-monitor. Working in the prefrontal 

cortex, the executive control system performs activities such as planning, organizing, 

strategizing, paying attention to and remembering details, and managing time and 

space. It includes the abilities to label, coordinate, and categorize and involves 

borrowing and reorganizing information (Kolb & Whishaw, 2009; Sweller, 2008). These 

skills work together to help students navigate the school experience and maintain goal-

directed behaviors (DePrince, et al. 2009).   

In a presentation by Dr. Richard Charney at the 2013 Learning and Brain 

Conference, he asserted that cognitive flexibility – the ability to be present – is what is 

needed for trauma victims to be resilient.  Unfortunately, for students of trauma this 

ability has been diminished. Kirby and Frohock, clinicians from New England, concur 

with this assessment with their assertion that maltreated or abused children experience 

dysregulation and operate out of the back part of their brains, hampering their 

decision-making abilities.   Simply put, students cannot make sound decisions when 

they are in an emotional or behavioral state.  

As with any cognitive process, executive functioning does not stand alone but 

works with other brain processes, such as language, memory, and attention. This 

working together facilitated by the process of integration.  

 

Trauma and Executive Functioning Helps 
Remember, executive functioning is the conductor of other processes. Executive 

functioning is working to ensure that everyone is on cue (paying attention), that 

everyone is recalling (memory) needed information, and communicating (language) 

those abilities so that they together (integration) can deliver on the tasks in the 

classroom needed for academic success.  
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Executive functioning    

• Begin tasks or activities in a timely manner. Students of trauma can have a hard 

time initiating. They can have a hard time getting started or doesn’t know where 

to start, 

• Develop reading curricula that involves predicting and sequencing. Remember, 

dysregulated minds like order even if they don’t know it, 

• Stopping activities at predictable and appropriate times.  The point here is that 

we don’t want to act out of impulse. Students of trauma can be impulsive, they 

need to know how to inhibit, regulate themselves, 

• Provide visual or low-level literacy written review for oral information, 

• Provide note-taking outlines or prompt when something is noteworthy, 

• Provide multi-sensory back-up for orally presented materials, 

• Model flexibility.  Students of trauma can get stuck on a topic or idea, 

• Be a representation of self-control and emotional control.  Traumatized students 

can be easily upset or triggered.  You must be the constant, the equalizer, 

• Engage in activities where you should engage in future events and setting goals.  

For students of students, it can be difficult to see beyond the nose on their face, 

and 

• Systems for organizing and tracking are encouraged.  Students of trauma can feel 

scattered and disorganized. 


