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What to Teach: Executive Functioning Skills and Self-Regulation 

 
 

Comparing and contrasting  
(relating) 

Comparing and contrasting is the ability to associate, relate, or recognize the 
similarities and differences of individual or sets of sounds, objects, people, and/or 
events. 
 
Children demonstrate ability to compare and contrast using knowledge of quantity, size, 
spatial, and temporal concepts and terms. 
 

Examples: 

• Child discusses which shoe is the longest and shortest. 
• Child says to a friend, about the differences in baseball and soccer by 

saying, “In baseball, you throw the ball but in soccer you kick the ball. 
• Child looks at her glass of milk and others’ in the classroom and states, “I 

have less milk than everyone else.” 
• The teacher asks, “Which word does not rhyme with stitch: witch, pitch, or 

cat?” and child says “Cat.” 
• Child describes how the illustrator’s pictures are the same in two books.  
• Child indicates that his friend is taller than he is. 

Comprehending 
(understanding and acting)  

Comprehending is when a child remembers, recalls from memory, understands 
information AND uses/acts upon the information. Children use or act upon information 
recalled, verbally (e.g., asking and answering questions, telling) and non-verbally (e.g., 
following directions, matching, imitating). 
 

Examples: 

• Child answers questions about what happened to the puppy in the story 
read during snack. 

• Child understands they have to wait their turn. 
• Child hugs a friend who is crying. 
• Child walks around the structures being built on the floor with blocks instead 

of walking through the structures. 
• Child chooses between 3 song options when asked by a teacher, “Which 

song do you want to sing today?” 
• Child follows directions to stretch out before running around the gym. 

Labels  
(vocabulary words) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Labels represent ways to address, name, and identify objects, people, and/or 
places/events. Labels allow children to catalog, classify, search, and assign values/tags. 

• Body parts (e.g., head, shoulder, elbow, cheek, eyes, toes) 
• Emotions (e.g., happy, sad, mad, embarrassed, scared) 
• Events (e.g., County fair, Festival, Birthday, Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanza, 

Anniversary, Spring Break, Bah Mitzvah, vacation)  
• Letter tags (a, b, c, A, B, C) 
• Locations (e.g., school, home, church, gym, bank, store, park, McDonalds, farm, 

train station) 
• Number tags (1, 2, 3, 13, 14, 20, 21) 
• Objects (e.g., pen, block, cup, shoes, paint, camera, light, shelf, clock) 
• Physical states (e.g., tired, hungry, hurt, wound up, excited, calm) 
• Similar actions (e.g., walk, prance, march or bend, stretch, twist) 
• Titles (e.g., Mother, Father, Aunt, Police Officer, Teacher, Friend) 
• Types of: 
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Labels continued 
(vocabulary words) 

o animals (e.g., dog, snake, elephant, zebra, bird, tiger) 
o buildings (e.g., church, bank, school, mall, library, store) 
o clothes (e.g., socks, pants, jackets, gloves) 
o currency (e.g., dimes, pennies, one dollar, five dollars) 
o days (e.g., school day, Monday, weekend, holiday) 
o food (e.g., cheese, crackers, apple, kiwi, water, milk, rice, chicken, 

potatoes, carrots, beans) 
o locations (e.g., park, classroom, bathroom, bus stop) 
o sounds (e.g., environmental, animal, language, musical) 
o transportation (train, bus, car, subway, airplane, bike, scooter, 

skateboard, roller skates) 

Examples: 
 

• Child sorts all the printed letters from the printed numerals. 
• Child says, “I feel tired” after running across the playground. 
• Child listens to different sounds and states that they heard a siren, thunder, 

barking dog, and a horn. 
• Child makes a map and labels the area designated for the zoo, the grocery 

store, and their house. 
• Child touches associated body parts while singing “Head, Shoulder, Knees, 

and Toes.” 
• Child says the letter “B”. 

 
Problem Solving  
(finding solutions) 

Problem solving is the ability to address a situation by completing one or all of the 
following steps: 1) recognizing the problem, 2) thinking of possible solutions, 3) carrying 
out solutions, and/or 4) evaluating the outcome.  
 

Examples: 

• Child completes a task by asking for help. 
• Child gets more chairs when there are more children than seats. 
• Child identifies why using a piece of paper will not soak up spilled juice like 

a paper towel. 
• Child proposes a few options when deciding who gets the toy next. 
• Child states several reasons why children are getting hurt while playing and 

generates ideas of how they can help keep the classroom safe. 
• Child identifies the number of pumpkins on the table when one is added. 
• Child determines that next time they might want to pour water into the class 

pet’s water bowel using a funnel so they spill less. 
• Child says, “I’ll try to jump higher”, when reaching for a toy on a top shelf. 

Reasoning  
(explaining) 

Reasoning is the ability to make inferences, make predictions, give explanations, 
and/or draw conclusions. 
 
Children also demonstrate reasoning when they understand why certain outcomes result 
from certain actions or thoughts. 
 

Examples: 
• Child groups based upon categories, function, & physical attributes  
• Child makes predictions  
• Child makes generalizations  
• Child answers questions  
• Child gives reasons and possible causes  
• Child expresses anticipation  
• Child informs/shares explanations  
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• Child seeks answers & opinions  
• Child engages in conversations  
• Child describes hypotheses, ideas, & evidence  
• Child writes/draws to express & share ideas & opinions  
• Child uses creative movement to express concepts, ideas, & feelings  
• Child understands how own thoughts, behaviors, & feelings have 

 consequences/outcomes for self & others  
• Child identifies affect/emotion of self and others  
• Child expresses empathy & sympathy  

 
Recall 
(remembering) 

Recall is when a child presents remembered ideas, facts, or experiences from memory 
using verbal and/or non-verbal expressions (e.g., by drawing, listing, reporting, quoting, 
reciting, repeating, arranging, telling, naming, defining, matching). Recall is a step that 
comes before comprehension.  
 
Recall involves retrieving knowledge from memory about an event that occurred (a) 
immediately, (b) within the same day with a context, (c) within the same day but without 
a context, or (d) in the past with or without a context. A context is defined as having 
materials, people, sounds or other reminders present that prompt/clue child in recalling 
information. 

Examples: 
• Child walks in the classroom and a peer asks “Where were you?’ and the 

child answers, “In the bathroom.” 
• During circle time with peers visible, adult says, “When you were outside 

earlier today, who did you play with?” and the child looks at and says “Beth.” 
• Adult asks “What did you make in art today?” and child pulls a picture from 

backpack. 
• Child tells a friend what he did at his grandmother’s house over the 

weekend. 
• Child draws a picture of activities they did with their family over the 

weekend. 
 

Reliance  
(causal relationships) 

Reliance represents the causal relationship/effects between actions or events. 
Knowledge of reliance allows children to understand there are interdependencies and 
interconnectedness between objects, people, and/or events.  

Personal/social reliance includes knowing the consequences of one’s choices and 
actions, the ability to identify with and understand someone else's feelings, knowing that 
desires, emotions, and beliefs cause human action, and knowing there is a dependence 
between people and groups.  
 

Examples: 
 

• Child answers an adult’s question about why another child is crying. 
• Child asks an adult to help in order to reach a desired toy. 
• Child runs to his teacher when scared by a loud sound coming from outside. 
• Child understands that throwing his toy made the block tower fall. 
• Child says, “My mom is at work but she will be back”. 
• Child separates her playdough, gives some to another child and says, “You 

can play with me.” 
• Child discusses the importance of conserving water so there will be enough 

for everyone. 
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Sequencing  
(ordering) 

 
Sequencing is the ability to imitate, re-create, exchange, or extend patterns and/or 
series. 
 
Children also sequence by following/giving multiple step directions. 
 

Examples: 
 

• Teacher asks a child to count to 5, child responds by saying, “1,2,3,4,5.” 
• After a model, child claps loudly, then claps softly, then claps loudly, then 

claps softly, etc. 
• Child organizes the largest plate on the bottom and then stacks plates of 

decreasing size on top. 
• Child arranges peers’ name cards in the order they will play the game. 
• Adult tells a three-part story and child retells the story by putting 

photographs in correct sequence 
• Child follows a picture schedule with three icons showing removal of coat, 

placement of lunchbox on counter, and selection of a toy. 
• Child answers “Today is Monday and it’s cold outside” to an adult’s direction 

to identify the day of the week and the weather outside. 
• Child adds three colored blocks to the pattern created by a peer. 
• Child says, “I’ll go first, you can go second, and you can go last.” 
• Child states what they will do next, and then plays as planned. 
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Note: Content adapted from Pretti-Frontczak, K., Jackson, S., Korey-Hirko, S., Brown, T., & Smith, M. (2013). Big Ideas for Early 
Learning: Glossary™. Brooklyn, NY: B2K Solutions℠, Ltd. and Pretti-Frontczak, K., Jackson, S., McKeen, L., Schuck, E., & 
Stackhouse, J. (2005). Big Ideas Toolkit: Alignment Implementation Process. Kent State University. 
 


