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The term “executive function (EF) skills” is something you may have come across 
while reading about or discussing early childhood education. It’s one lens educators, 
researchers, and caregivers use to untangle early childhood experiences to determine what 
impacts children’s development.

EF skills are often broken down into three facets: cognitive flexibility, working memory, and 
inhibitory control. The University of Minnesota’s Institute of Child Development is a national 
leader in EF research, and our Lab School classrooms incorporate the development of EF 
skills into students’ daily experiences.

Supporting executive function skills through play 

Ways to support your child’s burgeoning EF skills

• Provide open-ended materials and experiences for your child to use. Cardboard boxes, sticks, rocks, and 
large pieces of fabric are all examples of open-ended materials. 

• Support their exploration with open-ended questions. For example, “How can you make a pirate ship out of 
a cardboard box and sticks? Do you remember what a pirate ship looks like?” Problem solving is an aspect of 
cognitive flexibility, and recalling past experiences and applying them is an example of working memory.

• Self-control is an aspect of inhibitory control. Use intentional language to support your child’s growing 
skills in this area and to model the behaviors you would like to see. For example, “We have to move our 
bodies slowly and carefully to hang the flag on top of our ship so that we don’t knock it over!”

Children solve problems, recall information, choose their responses, and control their bodies in a million 
different ways—both big and small—on a daily basis. Now that you know a little more about EF, can you identify 
some places that your child is already exercising their EF skills?

Learn more about the Shirley G. Moore Lab School by visiting lab-school.umn.edu.

By providing materials, activities, and support that allow children to problem solve, share ideas, and reflect on 
their experiences, teachers strive to help children develop strong EF skills that will serve them well as they 
navigate future learning environments.


