
1 

 

 

June 24, 2013 - Supporting Your Child’s Development of “Executive 
Function” or Self-control: A Conversation with U of MN Researcher 

Dr. Stephanie Carlson (182) 

 Welcome to Mom Enough. 

 [Background Music] With your co-hosts, developmental psychologist, Dr. Marti Erickson and 
Erin Erickson, maternal child health specialist. Brought to you through a partnership with the 
Minnesota Department of Education and Working Family Resource Center. Content copyrighted 
by Marti and Erin Erickson. All rights reserved. 

 Here's my grandma Marti and here's Erin, my Mom Enough. 

 Welcome to Mom Enough. We're glad you tuned in today. I'm Marti here with my daughter Erin, 
and we are pleased to welcome today's guest from the Institute of Child Development at the 
University of Minnesota, Dr. Stephanie Carlson is on the faculty there and does research on 
young children's cognitive and social development, specializing in the development of executive 
function which is self control. And her research spans from brain development to cross-cultural 
studies of children. She works with colleagues Ann Masten and Phil Zelazo. And with them, is 
doing an intervention study to improve the executive function skills of homeless children in 
Minneapolis. But her research certainly applies to all of us and our children and she has a lot of 
practical information that I think we as parents and grandparents can take to heart as we try to 
support the good development of executive function and self control in our children. Stephanie 
also is a self-acknowledged imperfect single mother of two wonderful daughters, ages 16 and 
14. And we're just very happy to have you with us today Stephanie, both for your professional 
resources and wisdom and also because you're a Mom Enough of two daughters. 

 Thank you very much. I'm very happy to be here. 

 Well so Stephanie based on your research, what do you see as the leading factors to consider 
for school readiness? 

 Well research of my own and other suggest there are really two kind of gate keepers for school 
readiness. Language skills, and that's been known for a long time especially having good 
vocabulary is one factor that we know really gives kids a leg up when they enter school. And so 
having some good vocabulary in place is an important factor. And the other is executive function 
skills. And so as Marti said in her introduction, executive function skills refer to self control. And 
it's kind of the deliberate or conscious control of your--of not just your behavior but also of your 
thoughts and your emotions as well. 
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So, can you give some concrete examples along those lines and kind of tie that? I mean we 
kicked off with tying this to school readiness and certainly this is something in human 
development that is important that every level of development and across many, many social 
context both when we're children and adolescents and throughout our adult lives as well. But 
give us some concrete examples of what that would look like in a child, say, getting ready to go 
to kindergarten and maybe also an example from an older child. 

Sure. So in addition to and perhaps even instead of having the ABCs and 123s in play-- 

To emphasize so much. 

Readiness to acquire those skills and acquire content knowledge would include things like being 
able to sit still, being able to pay attention to the teacher, being able to focus your attention, 
being able to resist impulses and temptation such as-- 

Like poking-- 

Yeah. 

--the child next to you? 

Exactly. Appear kind of aggravating you or provoking you, other kinds of distractions that might 
happen in the classroom and being easily swayed by those kinds of distractions is--you know, 
diverts kids' attention from what they're supposed to be paying attention to. So those kinds of 
skills are really important. Also things like waiting your turn, waiting in line, there are a lot of 
transitions that kids go through during the day in school. And one of the areas where kids who 
are not as well prepared for kindergarten and beyond, where they kind of fall apart is during 
transitions, and--so lining up to go out to recess and things like that is when a lot of the kind of 
acting out in this behavior can occur. So being able to wait in line, take your turn, being able to 
be considerate of others also requires good self control. So not just thinking about yourself and 
your own goals and desires, but also being able to think about your friends and their goals and 
being able to work together collaboratively on projects which is, you know, occurring more and 
more in elementary grades, and being able to read into what the kind of agenda or desires of 
the teacher are. So what is he or she wanting me to do in this situation? What is their goal for 
me? All of that does require good self control of yourself before you can really appreciate what 
other people are thinking. 

And so that's more than just literally doing what the teacher is saying but when you add that 
piece about kind of reading what the teacher really wants, that's a real important aspect of 
social interaction and kind of emotional intelligence in a way and-- 

Right. 

--this has been called in the popular press. 

Right. 

So as a parent, I'm thinking how do I, you know, promote this executive functioning in my child, 
and I have a little bit added self interest here because I have a son who's sometimes has a little 
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bit of a challenge, not at school, he's very well behave at school, but at home, some of these 
functioning are not always in place when it comes to his sisters, especially, and his frustration 
with her. You know, it's just that "roar", you know,-- 

 

 Right. 

 

 --kind of things. So I would love to know as a parent what I can do with my child. But I think lots 
of parents out there would like to know what they can do too to foster these skills and help their 
children be ready for the school setting. 

Right. Well with respect to what parents, what families can do, I like to emphasize kind of first 
thing's first, the basics. So having the basics covered things that we do know influence 
executive function down the road, such as good nutrition. So nutrition early in life influences 
executive function when kids are toddlers and beyond. Adequate sleep is another kind of basic 
factor that influences good executive function. 

At all ages. 

At all ages. And so it's no surprise that kids have fewer resources to be able to control their 
impulses when they don't have adequate rest. And then related to that also is stress, so things 
that parents can do generally to reduce stress levels in their kids and in the household, all would 
serve executive function well. Beyond those kinds of basics and first thing's first, some things 
that parents can actively do to help with their children self control include being--having good 
executive function to yourself, so modeling good self control. And so, again, as Marti said, we 
struggle with this [inaudible] important throughout our lives to be able to deliberately control our 
actions and prevent ourselves from blurting out something that we don't want to say or from 
reacting with anger to something that your child does. So modeling good executive function 
yourself is one way. And then another more direct thing that parents can do is to support their 
child's autonomy. And so ways to support your child gradually acquiring his or her own self 
control, you have to help them out at first. So they don't really have these skills. They take a 
really long time to develop. They're not able to development until once mid-20s. And so they 
really do need a helping hand to guide their self control. But the goal is that eventually they'll 
have these skills internalized and they'll be able to act on them on their own. So ways to 
promote autonomy while giving sufficient support would be things like if you're helping your child 
solve a problem or do their homework, giving them just enough support and some leading 
questions, some hints and things like that so that the child comes to the solution on his or her 
own and develop a sense of mastery and autonomy and feeling like "I did it." But they couldn't 
have done it without your help and that's okay. As to require more and more autonomy, they do 
internalize these self control skills. With little kids, one thing that we found helps to promote 
executive function skills is play and, particularly, pretend play. Things where you deliberately 
kind of mock around with reality and distort reality and talk about doing the opposite with your 
child. All of that helps them think about how there are different ways of being and different 
solutions to problems, and it can help them be a little bit more flexible in the way that they're 



4 

 

thinking about things 'cause executive function skills are also really important for problem 
solving, in general, being able to come up with a new solution to a problem when you're kind of 
stuck on something. 

 

 And especially if your emotions are aroused at the time when you're in the state-- 

Exactly. 

--of emotional arousal to kind of override that. 

Right. They kind of have blinders on when we're emotionally over aroused. 

Right. 

And--so helping to kind of remove the blinders and see--pan out and see things, you know, from 
a different perspective and realize, "Oh okay, I don't have to respond or react in that way. I have 
choices." And pretend play is one way to help them do that. 

You know, I really worry so much that we're not living enough room in young children's lives for 
pretend play and I think we've gotten so much on the bandwagon of trying to promote, you 
know, the ABCs and the 123s and all of that which have their place, but I feel that children are 
not having time to kind of structure their own time for one thing and to express themselves 
through creative play and learn all that comes from that. I think we kind of devalue that as a 
society. So I love when someone of your stature, you know, a professor who's been studying 
these things and I know how well known you are nationally for this work. I just think that's a 
really important message coming from that this really has huge value in terms of helping 
children develop something so important as self control or executive function. 

Well thank you. And it is true. It's sort of strange that we expect adult, business leaders and 
adults and the number of different professions to be really innovative and creative and yet we're 
kind of squashing some of these early opportunities for creativity and innovation in early 
childhood. And some people think that executive function and creativity are opposites. That 
being really well controlled means that you're not-- 

Creative. 

--a free spirit and how could you kind of be both. But interestingly, these two skills are actually 
positively correlated in development. Kids with good executive function also tend to be good at 
pretend play and actively engaged in a lot of pretend play as well. 

Oh interesting. Well I was really struck with what you said earlier too about modeling as a 
parent. And so I know for me that I'm not always careful enough to respond. Sometimes I react 
and--especially when it comes to my daughter's messy room and stuff that just, you know, adds 
to my stress as a single parent. You know, and I think that for parents to be mindful of this that 
modeling is so important and to maybe plan ahead and think about those times when you are 
not modeling the best behavior and to really be reflective of yourself on, "Okay, what was it 
about that situation that I wasn't able to model this executive functioning and what can I do in 
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the future to minimize those kinds of circumstances?" And maybe even talk about that with your 
kids as they get older. I mean obviously when they're at certain age that they're not going to 
understand that and probably just demonstrating and modeling the good behavior is the best. 
But, you know, for like my daughter who's eight or nine, I might say, "Boy, I really lost it there 
and that wasn't a good way to handle this." I'm thinking about what I might do differently next 
time to give them some skills later to help them kind of see your process and--as a parent and 
working through with those times when you're not your best parent. 

That's right Erin, and I think you said a really important word there which is reflection. And it's 
instead of reacting, anything that you can do to be more reflective and mindful and purposeful in 
your parenting is something would help. And it is true. We sometimes bit ourselves up about 
having reacted poorly or you wish you had done something differently. But we--especially if 
there's a good foundation in your relationship with your child, there a lot of do overs. So you 
really can have a chance. I think that's a great strategy that you suggested to talk about it and 
reflect on it with your child. And they're pretty forgiving of that and appreciate apologies, and 
sometimes we forget to do that. 

Well that's modeling, an important quality in it of itself, you know. It's the want your children to 
learn to say, "Oh, I really didn't do that. Well I'm going to try to do better the next time". 

Well, and I think there be a probably a lot of cultural differences in how we do these with our 
kids. I mean both just in how we fess up to our mistakes or not, but also in how we raise our 
children and support our children. And so I'm wondering what you have seen in your work about 
this cultural differences and how different ethnic groups are preparing children for school and 
supporting them in developing this executive functions. What thoughts do you have on that and 
what have you found in your work? 

In most of my cross-cultural work has been with East Asian populations, so I've done research 
in China, Japan, South Korea and Singapore. And in each of these cultures, there are some 
suggestions of relatively advanced development of executive function skills. For example, in 
Beijing, China, children were about six months ahead developmentally in the preschool period 
of children in the US. And we're not exactly sure yet how they do that. So we're looking at 
cultural differences in child rearing and expectations of children. And it could be that children in 
these cultures tend to get a little bit more external support for--in a collective and interdependent 
sense, there's a lot of support for their self control very early in life and there's also an 
expectation of having good self control early in life. And so that could be--we don't know 
precisely what the mechanism are because--and they could be quite different. There are many 
different roots to the same outcomes in development. And so in our culture, one way to get 
there is through pretend play and we--that's a natural thing for us to foster that as a vehicle. But 
in another cultures, it--where there's less spontaneous pretend play, there might be other roots 
to the same end and we don't know-- 

It'd be interesting and I don't know if you studied this at all, but you mentioned before the 
positive coloration between creativity and executive function. And it'd be interesting to know if 
the children in those East Asian contexts are also creative or--and, you know, one of my first 
reaction too was well are these kids, you know, being pressured too much to control themselves 
and are they--are there negative side effects of that. I don't know if you know that. Those are 
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kind of two different--they're not even really questions but kind of puzzlings on my part about 
what that would mean that they're six months ahead. I mean earlier is not necessarily better, 
although we would, you know, on the surface think, "Oh gee, that's--you know, that's great." 

 

That's right. And there are social pressures in a more collective society to control their self for 
the greater good. And-- 

Crowded conditions for one thing-- 

Exactly. 

--in some of those settings. 

Exactly. And so it's quite possible that the same links with creativity might not be present in that 
society. And so that's really interesting area that we will be researching in the near future. 

I'll go to China with you and study that. That would be interesting, I think. Well we just have time 
for one more question here. I love to talk with you longer. I think you're a wealth of knowledge 
about these important subjects. But one real practical question is if children have not developed 
executive functions or self control as they should by the time they start school, how can they be 
helped to do so at later ages and, you know, how long is that window of opportunity open, and 
this is a question I get all the time based on my own work too in attachment. You know, I think 
that's always something that parents want to know because maybe things haven't gone quite as 
they would've hoped in the child's early life. But with respect to this aspect of development, what 
can you say about what we can do at later ages? 

Sure. There are increasing a number of studies suggesting that executive function really is 
malleable. And even though individual differences in executive function really early in life predict 
long-term outcomes, things like employment and income and drug use and things like that, 
despite that there is a long and open window of opportunity for change. So-- 

It's good news. 

In terms of neurocognitive development, two times in development seem to be really good. 
Windows of opportunity and that's the preschool years and adolescence, early adolescence. 
And so I'm hoping that I get another shot with my kids now that they're early adolescence to 
help improve their executive function skills. But really anywhere in between and at any change 
we can improve our executive function skills. And a number of new training programs are 
coming online. And-- 

Training for parents in how to do this-- 

Training for adults-- 

--and training for teachers? 

--and for kids to improve their working memory skills. 
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 Oh okay. 

 

There are computerized training programs to improve working memory and inhibitory control 
and cognitive flexibility, some of the key hallmarks of executive function skills. And as more and 
more educators learn about executive function and how important it is, I expected that we will 
see many more opportunities for remediation for kids at any age or stage in school. 

Well, and of course you're sitting right in the College of Education and Human Development at 
the University of Minnesota where I spent most of my career but where teacher are being 
trained. And so you're in a great position to be able to take your research from the Institute of 
Child Development and help to shape the way future teachers are being prepared. 

That's right. We're hoping to first working with lab school right on site at the Institute of Child 
Development and their teacher training practices to inform teachers and upcoming teachers 
about executive function and some things that they can do in the classroom to identify good 
executive function skills when it's there and to reinforce those skills, but also some techniques 
that they can use to help boost the executive function skills of kids, especially in the preschool 
years just before they enter kindergarten. 

That's great. Well it's very nice to have with us Dr. Stephanie Carlson. Again, she's on the 
faculty of the Institute of Child Development at the University of Minnesota doing a fascinating 
research on the development of executive function or self control in children. And we thank you 
for sharing your wisdom and research-based information with us. And warm greetings to all my 
old colleagues back there in the institute and throughout the College of Education and Human 
Development. It's a great resource for all of us here in the state of Minnesota and elsewhere for 
those of you who are listening places far flung. Thank you Stephanie and thanks to all of you for 
tuning in today. We hope you'll tune in again to next week's Mom Enough. I'm Marti here with 
my daughter Erin and we really love to have you join us. 

[Background Music] If you have concerns about your child's growth and development, please 
talk to your child's healthcare provider or call 1-866-693-GROW. That's 1-866-693-4769 to talk 
to a professional and find out ways in which you can get connected to various resources in 
Minnesota. 

Do you think I have shown called Kid Enough some day? 

[ Music ] 
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