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Disclaimer: The information, articles and opinions contained in this Webinar are those of Barb Cook, provided for 
information, general education and support purposes only. It is not intended to, nor does it, constitute medical or 
treatment advice. Please discuss any information of a medical, therapeutic or interventional nature with your medical 
practitioner. Barb Cook disclaims any liability arising directly or indirectly from the information provided in this 
Webinar.

Nothing in my participation in the Webinar conveys any interest of a proprietary nature, and in particular, does not 
transfer any interest in the Presenter's intellectual property rights.

Barb Cook’s audience participants are reminded that this digital presentation is copyrighted. This Webinar has been 
presented to you under the following terms, which allow you to: print out a copy of the Being the Executive of 
Functioning® Presentation hand-out notes for your reference only.

This Digital Copy is supplied to you specifically for this purpose. You may not retain this digital copy of the presentation 
after such printing of the handout notes. This copy shall be deleted after such action. No further copying, storage or 
distribution of this presentation (including by e-mail) is permitted without the consent of the copyright holder.

The author (which term includes artists and other visual creators) has moral rights in the work and no audience 
participant may cause, or permit, the distortion, mutilation or other modification of the work, or any other derogatory 
treatment of it, which would be prejudicial to the honour or reputation of the author. The Being the Executive of 
Functioning®  presentation may not be presented to an audience by anyone other than its creator, Barb Cook.

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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About Barb Cook…

§ Neurodivergent: Autistic, Dyslexic & ADHD

§ Registered Developmental Educator / Deputy Chair DEAI

§ Adult ADHD Coach / Autism & Neurodiversity Employment Consultant

§ Director of NeuroDiversity Hub Gympie / NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd
§ Master of Autism (Education) – University of Wollongong (UOW) & part-

time teaching challenging behaviours/environment/leadership

§ Researcher (UOW). Facilitating the Voice and Self-determination of 
Young Adults on the Autism Spectrum

§ Published Researcher Autism and Mental Health

§ Editor and co-author of Spectrum Women: Walking to the Beat of 
Autism

§ Founder Spectrum Women Magazine

§ SBS documentary: The Chameleons: Women with Autism

§ Keen motorcyclist ©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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What is Executive Functioning?

• Mental and cognitive abilities that help 
people in engaging in goal-directed 
activities

• Directs our actions

• Controls our behaviour

• Self-motivation 

• Organisation skills

Executive functioning is not a board meeting with lots of good food and wine!

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022

4

Seven areas of 
self-regulation

• Planning and problem 
solving
• Self-motivation
• Self-Awareness
• Self-restraint
• Non-verbal working 

memory
• Verbal working memory
• Emotional regulation

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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What is Executive Dysfunction?

• Managing time
• Getting and staying organized
• Listening and paying attention
• Following directions
• Completing assignments/tasks
• Attending to details
• Getting to work on time
• Speaking just when it’s your turn
• Sitting still
• Keeping emotions under control
• Procrastination©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022

You may have executive dysfunction if you experience difficulty with:
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I’m hyper-focused at staring out the 
window, but my foot won’t stay still….

Inattentive

Hyperactive

• Makes careless mistakes
• Difficulty sustaining 

attention
• Doesn’t appear to listen
• Doesn’t follow through 

• Struggle with tasks 
requiring mental effort

• Loses things
• Easily distracted
• Forgetful 

• Fidgets
• Restlessness –

driven by a motor
• Noisy – no volume control

• Struggle with turn taking
• Interrupt in conversations
• Impulsive

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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They don’t have ADHD, they’re just lazy…

“I will often sit at work at my desk, looking over 
my to-do list, and just staring at it for long periods 
of time.

I can’t decide what to do first and when I do 
decide, I can’t get started unless it’s a task I enjoy. 

I just sit and stare at the wall a lot, thinking all 
sorts of distracting thoughts and feeling like I’m 
trying to push through a brick wall.” 

ADHD forum member Attitude Magazine

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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They are just misbehaving…

• The work is not interesting or challenging

• It is more fun for their brain to be doing things that
appear to be challenging to you

• Make sure they have stimulating work

• Give them leadership roles – help other students who
may be struggling, be the leader in group activities.

• Help them grow their confidence in emphasizing what 
they do well, rather than focusing on the challenges

• They may have difficulty in knowing how to start an 
activity or plan how to do a task

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Task Inertia…

This feeling of paralysis is 

referred to as Task Inertia 

and involves difficulty in 

knowing what tasks need to 

be done first or knowing   

“where to start”. 

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Overwhelm + Procrastination + Avoidance 
= Reduced Productivity

• It starts with understanding your brain

• What is going on in there?

• Why is it so hard to organise my thoughts?

• Why am I always distracted?

• Why am I lost in my thoughts?

But where do I start?

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Prefrontal Cortex 
the part of the brain that does self-monitoring

• Helps us stay on task
• Tells us what we should be doing

• Monitors how long we do something

When we have poor executive functioning we can easily 
waste hours on a minor task or get distracted by the 

slightest thing.

To our peers, family, teacher or boss, we can appear as 
lazy, disorganised, irresponsible and unreliable.

The fact is, we often work harder and longer than 
anyone else as we desperately try to keep up with the 

workload or task expectations. 
©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Who are the major culprits?  

DOPAMINE
• Neurotransmitter
• Not a lack of
• Receptors use it 

too quickly
• Affects mood, 

motivation, 
movement and 
attention

NOREPINEPHRINE SEROTONIN
• Can function as a 

hormone or 
neurotransmitter

• Synthesised by 
dopamine
• Acts as a stress 

hormone affecting 
attention

• Neurotransmitter
• Affects mood, 

social behaviour, 
sleep and memory
• Low levels lead to 

impairment

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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What do squirrels and shiny 
objects have to do with it?

• Our brains want excitement 
• Distraction 
• Procrastination
• Overwhelm
• Avoidance
• End of the school/work day – “why have I 

not got anything done, but I am 
exhausted?!”

Essentially, my brain is saying, ‘what’s in it for me, what is my reward?”

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Interoception

“Interoception is a sense that provides information about 
the internal condition of our body—how our body is 
feeling on the inside. 

Interoception allows us to experience many body 
sensations such as a growling stomach, dry mouth, tense 
muscles or racing heart…

…At the most basic level, interoception allows us to 
answer the question, “how do I feel?” in any given 
moment.” 

Kelly Mahler, MS, OTR/L, author of Interoception the 8th sensory system 
and the Interoception Curriculum.

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Interoception at school

• How do we assist young people with 
interoception?

• Incorporate daily activities in the classroom

• Breathing, muscles, temperature, pulse, touch

• Assist by promoting students to check in with 
themselves e.g. do I need the toilet, am I 
hungry, why do I feel angry, why am I anxious?

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022

More information for schools: Dr Emma Goodall – Interoception and Regulation

Department of Education SA: https://www.education.sa.gov.au/schools-and-
educators/curriculum-and-teaching/curriculum-programs/applying-interoception-
skills-classroom
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Interoception at work

• Recognise why you are 
feeling a certain way

• Connect the feeling with 
the emotion
• Connect the feelings and 

emotions with the 
situation
• Act upon these feelings to 

reduce anxiety, and stress
• The sooner we act, the 

more energy we will 
conserve ©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Self-monitoring…

• Is the distraction internal or 
external
• Internal – thoughts popping into 

your head – creative, forgotten 
tasks or appointments, what’s for 
dinner….
• Daydreaming

• External – windows, phones, 
other students/work colleagues 
• Example of subconscious 

distraction - Doodling – is this to 
help me think or is it to distract?

Ask yourself these questions when at work…

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Distractions - External

Evaluate your classroom/workplace for 
distractions. These could be:
• Do you sit near a window

• Are the walls cluttered?
• Background noises
• Email notifications or pop ups
• Social media

• Phone calls
• Other Students/Work colleagues 

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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• Is the task boring - daydreaming
• Have I forgotten an appointment or 

assignment?

• Are you planning dinner or thinking 
about lunch?
• Are you worried about an external 

situation – e.g. problem at home, 
children at school
• Creative ideas pop into your head –

could be work or study related but 
not to the current task

Distractions - Internal

Evaluate what is going on inside your head…

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Distraction 
Solutions - External

• Classroom/Workspace –
desks away from 
windows, plain walls

• Turn off email, phone 
while working

• Avoid social media till 
the end of the day
• Put up “do not disturb” 

sign while working

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Distraction 
Solutions -

Internal

Have Have notepads and coloured pens to write 
down ideas that pop into your head

Use Use timers to evaluate how long you are 
spending on a task

Use Use schedulers to pre-plan appointments and 
tasks

Find Find ways to make the task more interesting –
create challenges or goals for yourself

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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What if I find it hard to stay 
in one place?

• Walk around while talking on the phone

• Walk over to a colleague rather than email or call

• Break tasks into smaller parts

• Take an energy break every hour 

• Go for a walk around the office, use the stairs

• Do push-ups in the lunch room

If you are the hyperactive type and find it difficult to 
keep still or feel you need to move, try some of these 
ideas to help you focus…

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Proprioception - Sensory Seeking Behaviours

• Seeks out jumping, bumping, and crashing activities
• Stomps feet when walking
• Kicks feet on floor or chair while sitting at desk/table
• Loves to be tightly wrapped in many or weighted blankets, 

especially at bedtime
• Prefers clothes (and belts, hoods, shoelaces) to be as tight as 

possible
• Loves/seeks out “squishing” activities
• Enjoys bear hugs
• Excessive banging on/with objects

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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When to implement proprioceptive input?

• Introduce the activity before you become anxious and distressed. 
• Recognise when you are becoming stressed and take short break to 

implement a calming activity

• Implement an activity to calm yourself when you become 
unexpectedly distressed by sensory input

• Identify the times when you tend to be disengaged or seeking 
input, and incorporate proprioceptive activities at these times. 
• Recognise when you are losing attention or becoming restless, 

take a break for proprioceptive activities to re-engage attention.

26

How to provide proprioceptive input

• Squeezing a stress ball

• Cardiovascular 
activities e.g.running, 
jogging on the spot

• Wiping benches and 
tables

• Brushing/mopping 
floors

• Holding doors open

• Carrying piles of books

• Carrying a backpack 
with a heavy item in it

• Stacking chairs

• Moving furniture

• Putting out and tidying 
away equipment

• Weightbearing 
activities e.g.
crawling, push-ups

• Resistance activities 
e.g. pushing/pulling

• Oral activities e.g.
chewing – chewing gum

• Deep pressure e.g.
tight hugs

• Blowing up a balloon

• Drinking a thick liquid 

through a straw e.g.
milkshake, yoghurt, 
custard

• Weighted jacket/vest

• Weighted blanket

• Weighted lap pad

• Weighted belt

• Backpack with heavy 
book (or equivalent)

• Beanbags in coat 
pocket

• Weighted animals

27
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What if I find it hard to stay 
in one place? - School

• Provide energy breaks 
throughout the day

• Whole class stretching

• Fidgets toys

• Exercise ball to sit on

• Singing

Writing in the chat what you 
think could be done in the 
classroom?

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Time Blindness

Why can’t I keep track of time…

• Hyperfocus on a project or task
• Marathon work/study days
• Late to bed – need to just finish this project 

or assignment
• Running late

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022

29

Tracking Time…

• Use an analogue clock
• Timers

• Visual schedules

• Set a time to stop 
work no matter how 
much is left to do

• Let other people help 
you – delegate!

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Fine tuning the brain…

• A psychologist or ADHD/Executive Functioning coach for support, 
strategies and motivation

• Get to know yourself – what type are you, what works for you

• Read empowering literature

• Exercise 

• Eat well – give the brain good nutrients! 

• Medication – it won’t make you do tasks you don’t want to do!

• Implement good sleep hygiene! 

When you have a formula one brain, 
you need to keep it finely tuned.

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Working to your strengths –
career options

• Pick something you enjoy
• Make three lists
• What you would like to do
• Whay you are good at
• What someone will pay you

• Focus on your strengths
• Working for yourself
• Get people to help you in areas that 

are not your strengths 

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Consider your limits

If you get bored easily or struggle doing routine 

tasks, you may need to think twice about working 

for a business where following rules is important or 

a job that involves a lot of tedious paperwork. 

Whatever career you choose, it is important that it 

plays to your strengths to allow you to work to your 

best ability.

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Considering 
other factors 
contributing 
to executive 
dysfunction

• Anxiety or depression
• Bipolar disorder
• Schizophrenia

• Autism

• OCD
• Tourette's

• Traumatic brain injuries

• Dementia – especially if executive 
dysfunction is happening later in 
life
• Seek medical advice to learn what 

could be the underlying factor to 
your executive dysfunction 

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Small Changes for Big Gains…

• Your student/employee is intelligent – feed their brain, harness their 
innovative and creative thinking.
• Challenge them 

• Make the tasks exciting 
• Rewards for attaining goals
• Work with your student/employee 
• Be flexible 

• Be inclusive of different types 
of thinking

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Change Doesn’t Equal Cost…

“Everyone’s needs are different. I’ve found that having toys at 
their desk that they can fiddle with while they’re working often 
helps people with ADHD. 

Another one of my clients simply wanted to be able to stand up 
while she worked. 

As it turned out, her office had a kitchen with a raised counter, 
where she goes to stand and do her work anytime she needs to. 

It makes her more productive, and didn’t cost the company a 
thing.”

Kerch McConlogue, an ADHD coach in Baltimore
©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Team Work to Success…

• Disclosure

• Talk to your teacher/boss

• Supports

• Learn what works for 
you/teach young people to 
learn about themselves

• Work to your strengths

• Don’t assume your student/employee is being lazy

• Initiate conversations with your student/employee

• Work together to find solutions

• Be a truly inclusive classroom/business

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Resources

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Resources

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Resources

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022
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Resources
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NeuroEmploy Virtual 2 Day Conference
9 & 10 September 2022
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Upcoming Webinars
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Question Time For more information about Barb Cook. 
www.barbcook.com.au

For more information on NeuroDiversity Hub. 
www.neurodiversityhub.com
For more information on NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd. 
www.neuroemploy.com

©Barb Cook & NeuroEmploy Pty Ltd 2022

Further questions email

Barb Cook
connect@neurodiversityhub.com
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