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Executive Function Support
When Structure Is Resisted
Four low-conflict strategies for adults who resist top-down
structure: choice architecture, micro-routines, externalized
memory, non-verbal prompting. The scaffolding the adult never
has to argue with.
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4
STRATEG IES

Choice architecture. Micro-routines.
Externalized memory. Non-verbal

prompting. Scaffolding the adult chooses
to use, instead of structure imposed on

them.

How it works THREE STEPS

Friction points and matching strategies

Morning Choice architecture: clothes out,
breakfast ready, phone charged at the
door

Transitions Non-verbal: timer beep five minutes
before, color-changing light

Money Externalized: weekly cash envelope,
debit-card limits, spending log

Appointments Externalized: shared calendar with
two-day-ahead reminders

Medication Non-verbal: smart-watch buzz at the
same time daily

Cleaning Micro-routine: three-step daily pickup,
ten minutes max

Follow-through Externalized: written checklist taped to
the inside of the door

W H AT  I T  L O O K S  L I K E

“
We argued about the morning routine for
three years. Every morning, the same fight.
Then I stopped trying to schedule him and
started laying his clothes out the night
before, putting his phone charger by his
pillow, and making breakfast that did not
require any decisions. The arguments
stopped within ten days. He gets out the
door on time most mornings now. I did not
make him better at executive function. I
made the morning easier to navigate.

C O N S TA N C E ,  L A N S I N G
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Find the friction
Where does executive function break
down? Mornings, transitions, money,
time, follow-through? Write down
three specific failure points.

Match strategy to point
Each failure point matches one of the
four strategies. Pick the lightest-touch
scaffold that addresses the specific
friction.

Iterate without conflict
If the scaffold is not used, the scaffold
is wrong. Adjust the scaffold, not the
adult. The conflict is the signal.

→ →
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What matters, at a glance

Top-down structure backfires
Schedules imposed by the family, rules
dictated rather than negotiated, prompts
delivered in the moment as instruction.
These approaches frequently produce
resistance, conflict, and worse executive
function than no intervention at all.

Choice architecture
Design the environment so the easiest
path is the one you would have chosen
anyway. Phone charger by the bed. Keys
on the same hook. Tomorrow's clothes
laid out. The environment does the
executive work.

Micro-routines
Three-step routines that take five
minutes, repeated daily, become
automatic in three weeks. Morning. Pre-
bed. Transition. Smaller than a full
schedule, easier to keep.

Adoption timeline
Most new scaffolds take roughly three
weeks of consistent use before they feel
automatic. Plan for the three weeks. Do
not abandon at week one.

Externalized memory
Lists, calendars, alarms, notes-to-self,
photos of important items. The thing the
adult would otherwise have to remember
now lives outside their head, where
forgetting does not cost anything.

Non-verbal prompting
A timer beep. A light that changes color. A
printed card. A hand gesture. Prompts the
adult does not have to argue with
because nobody is speaking them.

B R I N G  T H E S E  ·  C H E C K  A S  Y O U  G O

Three friction points identified Strategy matched to each

First scaffold implemented Three-week observation window

Adjust-the-scaffold-not-the-adult rule in place Monthly cadence on calendar

Document what works for the letter of intent

Y O U R  M O V E Building the scaffolding without the argument

1 List three specific executive function friction points the family experiences this month.

2 Match each one to one of the four strategies. Choose the lightest scaffold first.

3 Implement one scaffold this week. The simplest one. The one requiring no negotiation.

4 Observe for three weeks. If used, keep. If not used, the scaffold is wrong (not the adult).

5 Add a second scaffold the next month. Continue at one scaffold per month for six months.

Executive function is environment plus brain. The brain you have. The environment you can change.

R E S O U R C E S  N A M E D  I N  T H I S  P O S T
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Informational only. Not legal or medical advice. Verify current program rules before acting.
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Jim Palasty
Jim Palasty is the founder of OASIS for Autism and a
single father of an adult autistic daughter in Michigan.
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