
CHAPTER 6 

IMPAIRED EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING 
 

WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING? 

“The brain’s ability to control itself and the environment so as to accomplish its goals.” (Sue Golubock) 

Some aspects of executive functioning that Autistics are notorious for struggling with include: 

 The ability to remember information long enough to do something with it. 
 The ability to follow a step by step procedure to… 

 …plan and organize a task. 
 …carry out complex instructions. 

 The ability to monitor one’s own progress toward a goal in order to see a task through to the end. 
 The ability to initiate or get started on a task. 
 The ability to organize one’s materials or the environment in order to find the tools/information needed 

to perform a task. 
 The ability to stop one’s focus and shift to something else as required to complete a task 
 The ability to control one’s emotions in order to adapt when a task is not progressing as expected 

(At least 90% of this list was written by Sue Golubock) 

I personally believe that executive functioning impairments, although widely acknowledged as an issue 
that Autistics face; are nevertheless understated in terms of how much impact they have.  I believe the 
reason for this is that executive functioning starts developing much later than speech, social skills, motor 
skills, etc.  Although there are elements of developing executive functioning in many of the earlier skills a 
child acquires, the difficulty comes in pinpointing the exact role that executive functioning plays.  
Regardless, by age 5, when a child starts Kindergarten, the experts agree that they should have the basic 
skills needed for executive functioning. 
 

MEMORY’S ROLE IN EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING 

The subject of memory is far more complex than the commonly used terms of “Long Term” and “Short 
Term” memories.  There are probably at least a dozen different types of memory.  Several types of these 
memories tie directly into the subject of executive functioning.  Understanding the role memory plays in 
our day-to-day lives can help Autistics develop countermeasures into our overall self-management 
strategy that may be needed to overcome deficiencies in executive functioning.  This may also enable 
some Autistics to eventually be weaned off of some of their needs for special accommodations. 

Working, Immediate or Very Short Term Memory: These are synonymous terms for a type of memory 
that is actually a core aspect of Executive Functioning.  

Examples: 

 Keeping a phone number in your head long enough to dial it and then promptly forget it afterwards. 
 Manipulating numbers “in your head” to do a math problem. 
 Remembering what step you are on when carrying out a multi-step task. 

(Dr. Woodruff) 

Declarative Memories: A type of long term memory tied to the facts and experiences we have learned 
over the course of our lives.  The two categories of Declarative Memories are: 

1. Episodic Memory: “Past personal experiences (the events of an individual's life).” (Dr. Woodruff) 

a. Although they are not the only triggering mechanism, emotions can trigger and/or be triggered by 
these memories in response to current experiences which can dramatically affect a person’s 
quality of life. 

b. These memories can also aid us in problem solving.  Autistics, whose proficiency in problem 
solving with executive functioning is typically lower than what is typical for non-Autistics, may be 
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more likely to look to their episodic memory to find a precedent that they can adapt into a 
solution. 

2. Semantic memory: “Learned facts or knowledge (the sky is blue, water is made of hydrogen and 
oxygen atoms, etc.).” (Dr. Woodruff) 

Procedural/Non-declarative/Muscle Memory: Another type of “long term memory” is the result of 

repeated activities and/or behaviors that create pathways in the brain, eventually allowing that activity to 
be done without conscious attention to every step of the activity.  The development of these routines, 
which are the product of  procedural memory, serve as a countermeasure for the executive functioning 
struggles that are tied to deficiencies in working memory.  Autistics, in general, excel when they are in 
environments that have them performing regular routines that require as little thought as riding a bike.   

EXTREME RELIANCE ON PROCEDURES, RIGID PROTOCOLS & REHEARSED SOLUTIONS 

As I stated in the earlier section, “Autism’s Shared Struggles with Dementia,” Autistics typically share the 
struggles at problem solving with their executive function with Dementia patients.  Those who have such 
struggles will be more dependent their various types of long term memories that they can adapt into a 
solution.  It is crucial for such individuals to develop routines, procedures, rigid protocols and rehearsed 
solutions as problem solving methodologies.  These should not be confused with stubbornness, which is 
often a character flaw, but that they have no other effective mechanism to deal with many of the 
challenges they face in their day-to-day lives. 

WHEN YOU CONSIDER HOW MUCH OF AN ORDEAL IT IS FOR AUTISTICS TO DEVELOP THE PROCEDURES 

NECESSARY TO OVERCOME THEIR EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING DIFFICULTIES, IT’S NO WONDER THAT SO MANY 

AUTISTICS HAVE SUCH AN AVERSION TO CHANGE. 

 


