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Abstract 

In this action research project, I sought to explore if direct instruction of executive functioning skills 

could strengthen reading comprehension in my Third Grade reading groups. I was curious to examine 

both the process and the content of instruction. Along with content, I explicitly taught the boys how 

metacognition, working memory, organization, and flexibility affected their reading comprehension. Over 

a ten-week period, the boys were asked to use a variety of strategies and organizational tools that utilized 

their executive functioning skills and they were asked to summarize the text they had read. The tools 

included simple comic strips with beginning, middle, and end, and several T-charts. In addition to 

strengthening their comprehension, I hoped to instill in the boys, greater agency over their own learning. I 

wondered whether, as boys become more aware of their executive functioning skills, would this lead them 

to better reading comprehension? In order to investigate the effect of the direct instruction of the 

executive functioning skills, I collected both formal and informal data. These included reading 

assessments, student work, and written summaries of text they read. When the boys were able to use an 

organizational system of their choice, their ability in summarizing text strengthened. Giving structures 

that helped organize their thinking improved the boys’ ability to summarize text.  

 

Glossary 

Executive Functioning: Executive functions allow people to plan, organize, and complete tasks. They are 

like the conductor of our skills. 

Metacognition: The ability to stand back and take a bird’s-eye-view of yourself in a situation, to observe 

how you problem-solve. It also includes self-monitoring and self-observation. 

Flexibility: The ability to move freely from one situation to another and to think flexibly in order to 

respond appropriately to the situation. 

Working Memory: The capacity to hold information in mind for the purpose of completing a task. 

 

Introduction 
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The question I set out to answer was: How does direct instruction of executive functioning skills impact 

Third Grade boys’ reading comprehension? Over the past few years, our school has had an increase in the 

number of students who have been evaluated and have been identified with relatively weak executive 

functioning skills. As boys enter our Middle and Upper Schools, strong executive functioning skills 

become a critical component in their success. Over the years, I have taught executive functioning skills 

through my lessons, but I had not been explicit about what executive functions are and how they can 

impact learning. I wanted to know whether teaching boys about executive functioning skills, specifically; 

organization, metacognition, flexibility, working memory, and sustained attention, would impact their 

reading comprehension, specifically their ability to summarize text, which requires all of these executive 

functions. Furthermore, I wanted to examine if having an understanding of executive functions would 

help boys guide their own thinking while reading. 

Literature Review 

In recent years, executive functioning (EF) has become a buzz term within the teaching field. More boys 

have been diagnosed with weak executive functioning skills, and teachers and families are often at a loss 

about what to do to help support these students. The image of the disorganized boy, who has a messy 

backpack or who cannot find his homework or pencil, often comes to mind. Although executive 

functioning skills include organization of materials, their greater impact is on the organization of a boy’s 

thinking, especially as the subject material becomes more complex and sophisticated. As boys enter their 

mid- to late-elementary years, the impact of executive functioning skills can have a significant effect on 

reading comprehension (Sesma et al., 2009). 

Reading comprehension is a complex and multifaceted cognitive process that draws on a wide range of 

skills and knowledge. The RAND Reading Group (2002) defines reading comprehension as the process of 

simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and involvement with written 

language.  One’s ability to comprehend text is dependent on a variety of competencies. Firstly, it is 

largely determined by the ability to decode words (Torgesen, 2000). In order to read words, students must 

have phonological processing skills that allow them to manipulate the sound structure of language 

(Fletcher et al., 1998). Furthermore, fluency, the ability to read words quickly and accurately, is critical 

for reading comprehension skills, especially for older children who are required to use reading to learn 

new information. The lack of fluency impedes comprehension, even when accurate decoding is achieved 

(Perfetti et al., 1996).  

 

There is, however, a group of students who have solid phonological skills and are fluent readers, but they 

have a relative weakness in their reading comprehension. Research shows higher level cognitive 

processes impact reading comprehension, such as weak working memory, poor inference making, and 
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ineffective comprehension monitoring (Williams, 2003). These processes fall under the category of 

executive functioning skills. 

Historically, the term “executive function” was used in neurology to describe medical patterns in 

dementias. In the 1980s the child neuropsychologist, Russell Barkley (1997), began to examine executive 

functioning challenges in children with attention-deficit disorder (ADHD). His research showed that boys 

with ADHD also had relatively weak working memory and challenges with self-regulation. Barkley cites 

response inhibition as the most fundamental of the brain’s executive functioning skills. It allows one to 

access working memory, cognitive flexibility, planning and problem solving. In the 1990s, Bruce 

Pennington’s (1991) research identified executive functions as localized in the frontal lobe of the brain.  

There are two main contributors to the development of executive functioning skills: biology and 

experience. Everyone is born with the potential for executive functioning skills. These skills begin to 

develop in early infancy and continue to develop throughout childhood until one’s mid-twenties. This 

being said, children also increase their executive functioning skills through experience and repetition. 

Executive functioning skills form from the external to the internal through practice (Dawson & Guare, 

2018) and they can be increased when children are first instructed, then supervised, and finally, given 

cues to where they can apply the skills independently.  

Since the time of Barkley (1991) and Pennington’s (1997) original research, there has been little 

consensus about the definition of executive functioning. Goldstein and Naglieri (2014) cite 33 definitions 

in their Handbook of Executive Functioning. There is an agreement that executive functioning is an all-

encompassing construct or an umbrella term for the complex cognitive processes that underlie flexible 

and goal directed behavior (Anderson, 2002). Executive functioning refers to a set of mental tools we use 

to manage tasks and achieve goals (Anderson, 2002; Dawson & Guave, 2010). Executive functions allow 

students to acquire knowledge and problem-solve across different areas that include attentional and 

emotional regulation, initiation and inhibition, goal setting, planning and organization, flexibility, 

working memory, and self-regulatory processes such as self-monitoring (Goldstein & Naglieri, 2014). 

Currently executive functioning focuses on three key elements: (1) response control, (2) working 

memory, and (3) planning (Denckla & Mahone, 2018). Response control includes both response 

inhibition and response selection and is critical for the development of both social and academic 

competence. Working memory allows the brain to briefly hold new information while it’s needed in the 

short term. It may then help to transfer it into long term memory. Working memory skills are central to 

multi-tasking and are necessary for improving reading and writing (Sesma et al., 2009). Planning includes 

higher order thinking skills such as organization of behavior and materials. (Gioia et al., 2015). 

Research by Sesma et al., (2009) shows that children can have the basics for reading comprehension—

phonological processing skills, accurate and fluent reading—and still have relatively weak reading 



4 

comprehension skills. Working memory has been specifically related to reading comprehension in highly 

skilled, normal, and impaired readers. The need for solid executive functioning skills is a necessity for 

good reading comprehension. Executive control becomes one of the most important student aptitudes 

related to reading comprehension, as it allows an individual to plan, direct, select, and orchestrate the 

various cognitive structures and processes (Gaskin et al., 2014). 

Research Content 

Collegiate School, established in 1628, is considered the oldest school in the United States of America. 

The school, located in the Upper West Side of New York City, recently moved to its new campus in 

2018. We are an all-boys school serving boys from Kindergarten to Grade 12, with the majority of the 

boys attending Collegiate for thirteen years. As the learning specialist of Collegiate School, I teach two 

Third Grade reading groups, each group having five participants. The majority of the boys in this project 

were also in my reading group when they were in First Grade. I saw the boys four times a week for 40 

minutes over a ten-week period. All boys participated in the research, but some families did not feel 

comfortable being part of the project. The data in this report only reflect students whose families gave 

written permission for them to participate in the research. All names used in the paper are pseudonyms.  

The Action 

The central action of this project was for my Third Grade students to begin to have an understanding of 

what executive functions are and how to utilize these skills to impact their reading comprehension, 

especially their ability to summarize text. In the past, I had often structured lessons that tapped into 

executive functioning skills; however, I had never explicitly taught these skills to my students. 

Furthermore, I wanted to know if structuring reading lessons around executive functions would allow the 

boys a greater agency over their reading development and increase their reading comprehension. At the 

heart of this project, I wanted to know whether learning about working memory, sustained attention, 

flexibility, metacognition, and organization would increase their reading comprehension. I started by 

introducing the chart, “Executive Functions: Brain Skills that Help to Get Things Done” (Dawson & 

Guare, 2010), which became a reference for the boys throughout the project. I focused specifically on 

working memory, sustained attention, flexibility, metacognition, and organization because I believe these 

skills have the greatest impact on reading comprehension. I taught these skills through four techniques: 

five-minute icebreakers which allowed the boys to use their executive functioning skills, conversations 

that connected the executive functions to their reading comprehension, graphic organizers that supported 

oral and written summaries of text, and building in choice so boys could determine what tools worked 

best for them. 

Data Collection 
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The major component of my action research was to examine if direct instruction in executive functioning 

skills impacted my Third Grade readers’ ability to summarize text more effectively. I had to get a baseline 

of their reading levels, especially around their ability to retell and summarize text, so I gave each student 

a Teachers College Reading Assessment and then repeated the assessment after ten weeks. Dawson and 

Guare’s (2010) brain image of executive functioning skills was given to each boy at the beginning of the 

project, and we referred back to it throughout, as it became a focal point in our discussions. 

In addition to the quantitative Teachers College assessment, a variety of data collection methods were 

used to help ensure the reliability of the findings. The majority of the data gathered included student 

work, anecdotal observations, recordings of classroom discussions, icebreaker games that utilized 

different executive functioning skills, and a pre- and post-action one-on-one questionnaire on executive 

functioning. A main focus was to gather information that showed whether boys had an understanding of 

executive functioning skills and how they impacted their reading comprehension. 

Data Analysis 

There were two main concepts that I wanted to assess. I wanted to analyze whether the boys’ reading 

comprehension strengthened and also see if there was a shift in the boys’ understanding of executive 

functioning skills. I used the Teachers College Reading Assessments, students’ work, and my 

observations to see if the boys improved their ability to retell and summarize text. A main focus on the 

reading comprehension was to compare a student’s ability to summarize a passage and his ability to 

answer questions about a passage. Summarizing text is more complex than answering questions, and boys 

need to utilize their executive functioning skills in order to give a solid summary. The pre- and post-

action executive functioning assessments, along with the classroom work, gave me data on how the boys 

began to understand their own executive functioning skills. I assumed, and the pre-questionnaire 

confirmed, the boys had little knowledge of executive functioning skills prior to the project, so the post-

assessment and recordings of their discussions were valuable. I was particularly interested in the 

conversations in the video discussion, because it gave me a window into the boys’ understanding of 

executive functioning skills. 
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Discussion of Results 

In order to give a good summary, readers have to use their executive functioning skills. They must utilize 

their working memory in order to remember names and events and must be flexible so that they can 

decide what information to hold onto and change their thinking when they receive more information from 

the author. In addition, they must organize the information and use their metacognitive skills to 

understand the text, as well as sustain attention to the task of reading and organizing this information. 

Furthermore, the text in Third Grade starts to become more complex; text is longer, there are more 

characters, more subplots, complex sentences, and more figurative language. I wanted to examine if direct 

instruction in executive functioning skills helped the boys take agency over their ability to summarize text 

in an effective manner. 

The brief icebreaker games gave me a concrete way of introducing some of the executive functioning 

skills to the boys. Each game required the boys to utilize a specific executive functioning skill and 

provided a time where boys were able to share their strategies for using the given skill. An example of 

this was the Category game: boys were given three minutes to name as many items as they could in one 

category, such as fruits. The boys would discuss how they would organize their papers to help them with 

the task. This quickly became one of their favorite activities. One day a student asked, “Can I come up 

with my own organizational system when we play the game?” His remark almost sounded to me as 

though by doing so, he thought he was cheating in the game. He needed permission to know that 

organization is a tool, not a crutch, to help him succeed in the task. Organization became part of their pre-

planning. This allowed me to segue into how we organize our thinking when we read.  

As boys start to read longer books, it is imperative that they learn organizational structures to help them 

organize their thinking while they read. Over the course of the ten-week project boys were given three 

different ways to organize their thinking while they were reading. The first organizer we used was a 

comic strip. The boys had to draw pictures for beginning, middle, and end, and have speech bubbles or a 

sentence in each box. Joaquin, a nine-year-old boy, who is organized with his materials and physical 

presentation, had some relative challenges in organizing the events in a chapter in a sequential manner. In 

the initial assessment, Joaquin was able to answer the explicit and some of the implicit questions, but it 

was challenging for him to summarize the passage. He would start his summary by telling what happened 

at the end of the passage, then report from the beginning, but he missed important information from the 

middle. When Joaquin made comics his first illustration was usually the ending of the story, then he 

would go to the beginning. In Figure 1, he started his comic with the end of the chapter, then he realized 

what he had done and edited the comic’s structure. His information was correct, and his illustrations show 

he has a clear understanding of what has happened in the text, but his thinking benefited from the 

organized structure. Once Joaquin had his thinking organized in the comic, he was able to orally 
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summarize the chapter. Joaquin knew the information, the organization of the comic strip allowed him to 

independently organize his thinking, which allowed him to summarize the text. 

Figure 1 

Joaquin’s comic 

 

The T-chart organizers were designed to help the boys with their working memory, flexibility in thinking, 

determining importance, and metacognition. They provided a visual for the boys, which supported them 

in summarizing what they had read. Some particular challenges for Third Grade readers are to be able to 

distinguish between a big idea and a detail or decide what to remember and what they can let go. With 

repeated exposure and practice, the boys were able to start mapping out their thinking in an organized and 

systematic way. Figure 2 shows Joaquin has a clear understanding of the chapter and the t-chart aids him 

with his working memory. In Figure 3, the t-chart shows the metacognition of Jonas, another Third Grade 
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student. His thought entries are helping organize his thinking around the chapter, and he was able to use 

this thinking to summarize the text. 

Figure 2 

Joaquin’s work 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Jonas’s work  

 

Once the boys had practice with all three organizers, they started to select the ones that worked best for 

them. Boys who did not like to draw selected a t-chart; other boys, who had some grapho-motor 

difficulties, chose to restructure the t-chart because they found it too challenging to write in columns. One 

boy created his own organization structure where he jotted down events in the chapter and went back and 

determined if the events were main ideas or details. He needed to free up his working memory by 

recording all the information, which then allowed him to determine importance. For the final project the 

boys read Toad for Tuesday, used an organizer of their choice, and then wrote a summary. We can see 

that the structures helped Jackson’s reading comprehension in regard to writing a summary: 

The toads had a big fight! Warton wanted to bring beetle brittle to Aunt Toolia. So he 

made skis so it would be easyer. He was skiing through the woods and he saw a mouse. 

And the mouse said don’t go in the woods there is an owl! And Warton said I have to. 

The mouse gave Warton a red scarf! So if the owl got him they would know he was a 

freind of the mouse. And help him. Later that day the owl got him and brought him to 

his house! And was planing to eat him on Tuesday! So Warton did things to try to make 

the owl not eat him. But when the owls birthday came the owl left a note that said I 

will not eat you! But Warton did not see it so he tried to escap. And a mouse helped 

him escap, but the owl was getting attacked. So he helped the owl. The owl said what 
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are you doing? I left out a not that said I will not eat you. And Warton said I did not 

see it. And the owl said it’s OK you saved my life. I will fly you to Aunt Toolia’s! 

Jackson’s written summary is organized, sequential, and correct. He internalized the structures and he 

was able to utilize his executive functioning skills to write a solid summary of his independent reading. 

The data on the pre- and post-Teacher College Reading Assessment showed that every boy in my 

reading groups went up at least one reading level, with the majority of boys jumping two levels from 

October to December. The most significant jump was in their ability to summarize text. Furthermore, 

the boys started identifying executive functioning skills. One boy told me, “Amelia Bedilia is not 

flexible in her thinking, that is why she is confused,” while another boy summed up the unit best, “You 

know, Mr. Ayers, you do not really use one executive functioning skill at a time, you really use them all 

at the same time. If you don’t have attention, you can’t organize, and you can't think about your 

thinking”.  

Conclusions 

The intent of this research was to ascertain if explicit instruction of executive functioning skills could 

impact reading comprehension, specifically the ability to summarize text, in Grade 3 boys. 

Furthermore, I wanted to know whether providing boys with a better understanding of executive 

functioning, would give them agency over their own learning. The explicit instruction of content and 

process with repeated practice proved beneficial to all the boys. It gave boys the opportunity to organize 

their work and their thinking, and it ultimately gave them structures to summarize text. 

By giving boys a variety of choices, with significant practice, boys can start to take ownership of their 

own learning. Prior to this study, I assumed that summarizing text was a linear thought process. My 

experience and research show that summarizing is much more complex. In order to form a strong 

summary, the boys were required to sift through a variety of information; facts, big ideas, and details. 

They had to shift their thinking along the way and finally synthesize the ideas of the text, so that they 

could organize the information. The amount of executive functioning needed is quite remarkable. 

Ultimately, in my opinion, in order for boys’ executive functioning skills to develop, teachers must 

integrate direct instruction of these skills into lessons.  
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Reflection Statement 

A few years ago, the Learning Support Team at our school reviewed the academic progress of a group 

of boys in the Upper School who had been at Collegiate since they were in kindergarten. Initially, our 

goal was to review our reading program, but it soon became apparent to us that we were examining the 

executive functioning skills of the students. In general, the boys entering the Middle School and Upper 

School who possessed strong executive functioning skills were more successful. It is important that as 

educators, we see executive functioning skills not as a fixed mindset, but rather an opportunity to teach 

boys ways to improve upon these skills. We know that both biology and experience impact executive 

functioning skills. When boys are given direct transparent instruction on executive functioning skills, it 

not only increases their knowledge, but it gives them agency in organizing their thinking and 

understanding of complex tasks. 
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