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Executive Function & Early Learners: 
FOSTERING FLEXIBLE MINDSETS & REDUCING STRESS

Julie Dunstan, MA, PhD (Cantab), Consulting Psychologist & Changemaker
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www.researchild.org; www.ildlex.org

www.SMARTS-ef.org
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What do You Think?
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http://www.researchild.org/
http://www.ildlex.org/
http://www.smarts-ef.org/
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Neuro-developmental assessments
Student, professional & organizational growth
Author: children’s stories, educator/family resources
Specializations: Early Childhood, LD, metacognition, EF processes, mindsets

DR JULIE DUNSTAN 
Developmental Psychologist & Changemaker

TODAY’S PRESENTER
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Specific Skills?
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WHO ARE WE? 
• Multiple Disciplines, Multiple Perspectives
• Created in response to the changing needs of learners in uncertain times

Mission: to build flexible mindsets that equip learners with the tools they need 
to respond resiliently and adaptively to adversity and uncertainty 
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TODAY’S EXPLORATION
1. Stress & the Brain – meet Jelani

2. Review definitions of EF processes

3. Reducing stress by building trusting relationships
• Mistakes, mishaps & misconceptions

• Strategy-based feedback
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1. STRESS & THE BRAIN
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“Anxiety is fear, fear is the memory of danger”
- JOHN RATEY
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OVERLY ACTIVE

“SWEET SPOT” FOR LEARNING

INACTIVE

Stress & Anxiety
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Jelani in Preschool
“When children are very young, they have natural 

curiosities about the world and explore them, trying 
diligently to find out what is real…”

- JOHN HOLT
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“…As they become ‘producers’, they fall away from 
exploration and start fishing around for the right 

answers with little thought. They believe they must always 
be right…they believe the only good response from the 

teacher is ‘yes’ and that ‘no’ is a defeat.”
- JOHN HOLT
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Jelani In
Third Grade

Effects Of Stress On The Brain
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Jelani by 
Middle School
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METACOGNITION

Flexible Mindsets model
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2. Executive Function Processes
The tools we use when we 
identify a goal, use what we know
to figure out what to do and make it happen
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Executive Function Processes
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Self-Monitoring
Keeping on track means monitoring your 
thoughts, the strategies you are using & 

your progress towards a goal

EVALUATE your learning & CALIBRATE your actions
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Working Memory

EXAMPLE
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Working Memory
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THIN
KIN

G FLEXIBLY

UNIT 6
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What else could they try?

Thinking Flexibly
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Flexible Mindsets in Early Childhood
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Asking Questions, Making Mistakes & 
Taking Risks For Learning
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3. Reducing Stress =
BUILDING TRUSTING RELATIONSHIPS

37

37

Building Trusting Relationships

3. Mistakes, Mishaps & Misconceptions

4. Strategy-based Feedback
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Moser et al, 2011

PART I:
• Electroencephalographic activity
• 64 electrodes in Lycra cap

• Flanker “MMMMM” or “NNMNN”
• Spike in ERN response after mistakes 

• ACC - monitoring behavior & signalling 
need for cognitive control

Making Mistakes & the Brain 
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PART II:
• TOI scale - growth (intelligence is malleable) or fixed (intelligence is stable)
• Pe - (error response positivity) – allocation of conscious attention to mistakes
• Pe - associated with post-error accuracy

Making Mistakes & the Brain 

40

Moser et al, 2011
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Teaching Preschoolers about Mistakes 
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Teaching Preschoolers about Mistakes 
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43

FEEDBACK
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Unpacking Feedback – Waterfall
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Perseverance + Flexible Strategies = resilience & adaptability

Flexible Mindsets Feedback 
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Flexible Mindsets Feedback: “Not Yet” to “There”
Smart people aren’t Born – they’re Built (Chat)
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FLEXIBLE MINDSETS FEEDBACK
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Ideas for Pondering  (chat)
The next time I am with my students, I will

teach them directly about mistakes by…
OR reframe my feedback by…
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LEARN MORE
Pre-Order 0ur Book
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THANK YOU!
FOR MORE INFORMATION:
julie@flexiblemindsets.com
441-535-7373
www.flexiblemindsets.com
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THANK YOU!
Questions, comments, next steps?

Donna Kincaid, M.Ed.

dkincaid@ildlex.org

www.researchild.org
www.smarts-ef.org
www.ildlex.org

52

mailto:dkincaid@ildlex.org
http://www.researchild.org/
http://www.smarts-ef.org/
http://www.ildlex.org/
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