
Unstuck & On-Target
Improving flexibility and executive 

functioning in students with Autism 
and/or ADHD



What is Unstuck & On-Target?
•A program that teaches consistent strategies to address 
executive functioning, flexibility, and planning, through the 
use of:
• Concrete, hands-on experiences
• Specific vocabulary (stuck, flexible, compromise)
• Specific routines and scripts
• Planning and goal setting for flexibility



Unstuck and On Target was developed by:
● Ivymount School - Model Asperger Program 

○ Katie Alexander
○ Lynn Cannon
○ Monica Werner

● Center for Autism Spectrum Disorders, Children’s National 
Hospital
○ Laura Anthony
○ Lauren Kenworthy
○ John Strang
○ Cara Pugliese



What is Cognitive Flexibility?

•The mindset that allows us to adapt to changes 
in routines, adjust to the unexpected, and 
generate new ways to solve problems.  



Why Teach Flexibility?
• Students with ASD and ADHD have biologically based rigidity and 
inflexibility often impacting:
• Making transitions
• Tolerating unexpected changes
• Accepting others’ viewpoints
• Responding to needs/interests of others
• Managing emotions, stopping a meltdown
• Accepting flexible interpretations of rules or events
• Generating new ways to solve problems
• Correcting other people



Long Term Outcomes
46% of children with ASD have an IQ in the average range

Despite average intelligence, adult outcomes remain poor, even when compared to other 
developmental disabilities (Henninger & Taylor, 2012; Howlin et al., 2004; Howlin & Moss, 2012; Shattuck et al., 2012; Roux et al., 2013).

Many are underemployed, underpaid, socially excluded

More than 25% of young adults with Autism without Intellectual Disability have no daytime 
activities of any kind (Taylor & Mailick Seltzer, 2010)



Is it willfulness or a different brain?

Greene, 1998; Bernstein, 2000



Three factor model of executive functioning
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How do we impact flexibility in students with 
cognitive flexibility needs?

1.Adapt the environment to meet the 
students needs

2.Teach the student to adapt to his/her 
environment

3.Allow the student to avoid environments that 
are highly problematic



We can’t expect children to change, if we 
are not willing to change ourselves!



Flexible and Supportive Environments

•Smooth, calm transitions
•Absence of power struggles
• High ratio of praise to correction
• Use of advanced warnings
• Clear and specific expectations
•Materials are organized



What do we do with this information?

•Know key concepts and vocabulary
•Promote additional practice of topics when appropriate
•Reinforce flexible behaviors when observed
•Model flexible behavior when appropriate
• Use language and vocabulary in problem solving with students
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1. Flexibility

Flexible: This means we can

● Change our ideas
● Do something different than what we thought we would do
● Think something different
● Consider new information
● Keep an open mind
● Identify other flexible mind accomplishments



Example of class work 
completed to practice and 
discuss flexibility. 
- Students read the scenario then 

they acted it out. 
- We decided if the student was being 

flexible or rigid. 
- Discussed the consequences and what 

they could have done differently. 
- We discussed how big the problem was 

and if the reaction matched the level 
of the problem.



2. Unstuck

When we are rigid/stuck we:
● Do not change our ideas or think differently
● Do not do something different than what we thought we 

would do
● Do not consider new information



3. Plan A / Plan B



4. Compromise
● Compromise is a way for everyone to get a little of what they want.
● Compromise occurs when two or more people get a little of what they 

want
● Compromise is different from giving in because compromise means that 

everyone gets some of what they want; giving in means that you 
don’t get any of what you want.



5. Big Deal / Little Deal



Examples of Big Deal/ Little Deal



Students read through a 
variety
of scenarios and decided 
what level the problem was.
They then selected an 
expected
solution to the problem.



Turning a big deal into a little deal



6. Choice / No Choice

A Choice occurs when:
● There are multiple ways to solve a 

problem
● There is more than one option for what 

to do next
● There are different, equally correct 

ways to do something
● You are asked for your opinion

A no-choice situation occurs when:
● There is only one correct way to do 

something
● There is only one acceptable option 
● There is a specific requirement that a 

specific thing be done
● Something is required by law or the 

rules of the school or house
● Something specific has to occur at a 

specific time



7. Goal, Why, Plan, Do, Check

GOAL
What do we want to 

do? 

WHY
What is your 
motivation?

PLAN
How will we do 
it? 

DO
Let’s try out 
the plan

CHECK
How did it 
work? 
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 GPDC Expected Behaviors
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Did I accomplish my goal? How did it go?
 

1        2         3          4          5
     No, not so good               Partly, OK                    Yes, great

Did I use expected behaviors?
          YES                NO
 
What thoughts did I give other people?

Good    OK     Bad
 
 



Goal, Plan, Do, Check



Language Examples



Here the students 
read the scenario and 
discussed the what 
if’s of the scenario. 
We were able to 
incorporate our skills 
when we played a 
whole class kickball 
game!



Unstuck and on Target in MCPS

● Elementary and Middle School Asperger’s Programs
● Bridge 
● Social Emotional Support Services
● Autism Resource Services, Darnestown Learning Center
● Some HSM teams
● Comprehensive Autism Preschool Program (CAPP)
● Classic Autism Program - modified concepts for select students 



Thank You!
Please feel free to contact the
Autism Unit with any further
questions or for resources.

301-593-3720


