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Did you…
• Easily transition to a different work situation? Yes  No
• Adjust easily to remote teaching? Yes  No 
• Adjust to the challenges of working at home? Yes  No 
• Embrace new ways of teaching different  Yes  No 

groups of students?      

How flexible were you in 2020-2021?
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• WHAT is Cognitive Flexibility and why is this a key EF 
process?

• HOW do we teach strategies that promote flexible 
thinking and problem-solving from the earliest 
grades?

• WHAT strategies help students to think and problem-
solve flexibly as they complete their schoolwork?

• HOW can Cognitive Flexibility and  EF strategies help 
to reduce students’ anxiety and stress?

Overview
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• Goal Setting

•Organizing & Prioritizing 
Time and Materials 

• Cognitive Flexibility/  
Thinking Flexibly

•Remembering/Accessing 
Working Memory

• Self-Monitoring 
& Checking

Executive Function Paradigm  
(Meltzer, 2007, 2010)
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Attention
Effort

Emotional Regulation

Executive Function
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WHAT is Cognitive Flexibility?
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Cognitive Flexibility: 
Shifting & Thinking Flexibly
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When I begin something new: Never Rarely Sometimes Usua
lly Always

1) I try to connect it to something I 
already know.

1 2 3 4 5

2) I try to think of something that 
was helpful that I have done 
before.

1 2 3 4 5

3) I try to come up with effective 
ways of approaching the new task.

1 2 3 4 5

4) I think about how long a task will 
take and set aside chunks of time 
to complete it.

1 2 3 4 5
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Shifting Flexibly
Cognitive Flexibility
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Cognitive Flexibility  

Switching flexibly 
between approaches.
• Shifting back and 

forth between major 
themes and relevant 
details.
• Focusing on big ideas 

and ignoring 
irrelevant information.
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Ø “To see different points of 
view.”

Ø “To get different strategies 
for people, like don't just 
look at your own way 
because there are different 
ways it could be true.”
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What classroom tasks require students to shift approaches flexibly?

• Switching flexibly from classroom instruction to online instruction.
• Staying flexible and shifting to different technologies during remote learning. 
• Switching applications on the computer within and between classes.

• Managing with open-ended projects and assignments.
• Finding information quickly.

• Handling Information overload to prevent a “clogged funnel”.
• Following unclear or vague directions- some teachers give too much information 

and others give too little.

• Organizing and prioritizing open-ended tasks.
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HOW do we teach strategies that promote 
flexible thinking and problem-solving from 
the earliest grades?
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Teach EF Strategies Explicitly

Use metacognitive prompts for teaching 
all strategies: 

• WHAT is the strategy?

• WHEN  is the strategy most helpful?

• HOW should the strategy be used?
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Use 5 minute warm-ups daily to promote flexible 
thinking and metacognitive awareness…

ü Jokes
ü Riddles
ü Puns
ü Ambiguous language

Shifting Flexibly 
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Shifting Flexibly: 
Teach Multiple Meanings

Dress the chicken

© RESEARCHILD, 2013  | WWW.RESEARCHILD.ORG | 4 MILITIA DRIVE, SUITE 20 | LEXINGTON, MA 02421 | 781-861-3711

A vegetable stand?                     Have you ever seen…

Shifting & Flexible Thinking

http://www.researchild.org
http://www.researchild.org
http://www.researchild.org


Lynn Meltzer, Ph.D., ResearchILD, 2021; 
www.researchild.org;                                  
www.smarts-ef.org; www.ildlex.org 8

© RESEARCHILD, 2013  | WWW.RESEARCHILD.ORG | 4 MILITIA DRIVE, SUITE 20 | LEXINGTON, MA 02421 | 781-861-3711

A home run?Have you ever seen…

Shifting & Flexible Thinking
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Copyright © 2014-2017 ResearchILD.  All rights reserved. No unauthorized use or copying. See Terms of Use.Lesson 3.1 Page 1

SHIFTY WORD CARDS (EASY)

Directions: &XW�RXW�FDUGV��DQG�GLVWULEXWH�RQH�WR�HDFK�VWXGHQW��(DFK�VWXGHQW�VKRXOG�ÀQG�WKH�RWKHU�VWX-
dent who has the same shifty word. Ask students to think of two potential meanings for the word on 
their card. They may want to draw a picture of the two meanings.

Hot Dog Bass Interest Produce Division

Crop Channel Lounge Pitch Formula

Produce Bass SHIFTY WORD 
CARDS

Interest Channel

Formula Organ Hot Dog Lounge Crop

Coast Division Coast Pitch Organ

Hot dog
Crop 
Produce…. 
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Shifting Flexibly: Reading and Writing 
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Shifting Flexibly 

Teach students to think and 
shift flexibly so that they:
• Set and adjust their short-

term goals. 
• Set and adjust long-term 

goals.
• Create and self-monitor 

their daily schedules.
• Manage their schoolwork, 

especially while remote 
learning is ongoing.
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Shifting Flexibly: Strategy Sheets   
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WHAT strategies help students to think and 
problem-solve flexibly as they complete their 
schoolwork?
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Shifting Flexibly 

Teach students to shift 
perspectives and to 
self-monitor flexibly 
when they read, write, 
and solve math 
problems.
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Important
Details

Main Ideas

Shifting Flexibly: Reading & Writing  

Color-Coded Highlighting
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Shifting Flexibly: Reading & Writing 

Remember, all stories have the same basic parts: 

Who = Characters

What = Conflict/Problem

Where = Setting/Place

When = Time

Why = Theme/reason for 

conflict

STAR Strategy

http://www.researchild.org
http://www.researchild.org
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Shifting Flexibly: Reading & Writing  

Reading and Writing

STAR ‘WH’ Strategy 
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Shifting Flexibly: Triple Note Tote for 
Reading, Writing, Studying  

Topic/Main Idea

• Vocabulary word

• Math Formula

• Main Idea

Details

• Definition

• Explanation of 

term

• Details related to 

main idea

Memory Strategy

• Association

• Cartoon

• Drawing
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Shifting Flexibly: Triple Note Tote for 
Reading, Writing, Studying  

Triple Note Tote Strategy

SMARTS EF Curriculum 
For Middle & High School 
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Triple Note Tote: BrainCogs Strategy for
Organizing & Memorizing 

Shifting Flexibly: Triple Note Tote for 
Reading, Writing, Studying  
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Shifting Flexibly: Math
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“It's like when you're doing math, there's always    
one more way to solve a problem.”

Shifting Flexibly: Math
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Shifting: Students’ Reflections

Ø “To see different points of view.”

Ø “To get different strategies for people, like don't 
just look at your own way because there are 
different ways it could be true.”
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“With the SMARTS Triple 
Note Tote strategy, I 
learned to make a 
hierarchy of notes and 
have it structure around 
itself and relate to things. 
This structure helped me 
to study and to write long 
papers. I did not stress out 
so much about tests any 
more.”(Billy, 16 yrs)
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• CANDO Goals

Cognitive Flexibility & Goal-setting 

C= Clear
A=Actionable
N=Numerical
D=Doable
O=Obstacles considered

http://www.researchild.org
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Pollica, ResearchILD, 2009

Cog Flex & Organizing & Prioritizing
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Organizing & Prioritizing 

Juggling and sorting important
information to stress what is 
most important:
- Organizing Time
- Organizing Materials
- Organizing Information
- Organizing Ideas
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Cog Flex & Memorizing

Acronyms

Cartoons & 
Associations

Funny 
Phrases
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Cog Flex: 
Self-Monitoring & Self-Checking 

• Recognizing and fixing 
the kinds of mistakes 
YOU make.

• Knowing, finding AND 
correcting errors.

• Asking, “Does it make 
sense?”
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When we take someone else’s perspective, we try 
to see things from their point of view

I’m Wearing Your Shoes

Shifting Flexibly: SMARTS Lesson 

http://www.researchild.org
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Perspective-taking is important when solving problems with friends. 
Some examples of conflicts ….. 

a. Arguing about who sits where at lunch.
b. Arguing about who won a contested play in a sports game.
c. Getting upset when a friend forgot to do something you asked.
d. Getting frustrated when a friend did not complete their part of a 

class project.

Describe the conflict here.
1. What was something you may not have understood about 

your friend’s situation. Put yourself in your friend’s shoes.
2. What is something your friend may have understood about 

your situation?

Regulating Emotions:
I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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“Oops!  I Misunderstood”

I’m Wearing Your Shoes

SMARTS Elementary 
Regulating Emotions
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What could I have done differently?

Think of a time when you were angry or overwhelmed…

Regulating Emotions: 
I’m Wearing Your Shoes

http://www.researchild.org
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What could I have done differently?

§ How could shifting flexibly and perspective-taking 
have helped solve the conflict?

§ How can we use this knowledge to stop conflicts 
before they start?

Regulating Emotions: 
I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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• HOW can Cognitive Flexibility and EF 
strategies help to reduce students’ 
anxiety and stress?
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EF Strategies Reduce Stress
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EF and Stress

• Stress shifts cognition from top-
down control processes to 
bottom-up automatic 
processes.

• Stress affects working memory, 
cognitive flexibility, and 
cognitive inhibition. 

• Stress impairs executive control 
and forces attention toward 
salient information.

• https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC5003767/
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Suicide in School-Aged Children

• Suicide is now the 2nd leading 
cause of death among 
adolescents aged 15-19 
years

• Suicide accounts for 12% of 
the mortality in adolescents 
and young adults. 

• 8% of H.S. students have 
made a suicide attempt some 
time in their lifetime.

• Many of these students show 
academic and behavioral 
difficulties at school, 
antisocial problems, and 
problems with inhibition, 
perfectionism, and 
explosiveness.
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• Suicide rate 
rose 56% in 10 
years for 10-
24yr olds.

• Significant 
increase in 
suicides during 
the pandemic.

• Contagion 
effect has  
increased.
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Foster Positive Mindsets in Students
to  Reduce Stress
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Ref: Dr Carol Dweck, Mindsets
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Teach EF Strategies and Reduce Stress
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• WHAT is Cognitive Flexibility and why is this a key EF 
process?

• HOW do we teach strategies that promote flexible 
thinking and problem-solving from the earliest 
grades?

• WHAT strategies help students to think and problem-
solve flexibly as they complete their schoolwork?

• HOW can Cognitive Flexibility and  EF strategies help 
to reduce students’ anxiety and stress?

Overview
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