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Abstract
Faced with poor retention and graduation rates for students with disabilities, postsecondary institutions have experi-
mented with interventions to help students succeed in college. This practice brief describes a pilot initiative in which
41 students with disabilities pursuing science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) degrees at three
postsecondary institutions engaged in weekly academic coaching sessions primarily aimed at improving students’
executive functioning. Data collected through an online survey of participants at the end of the initiative suggests
that the academic coaching services increased their self-confidence, motivation, and determination to succeed.
Participants reported that they gained skills in time management, studying, note taking, organization, prioritization,
writing, self-advocacy, and stress management as a result of the academic coaching. Although literature regarding
academic coaching and students with disabilities has often focused on students with LD or ADHD, results of the

pilot initiative suggest that students with a variety of disabilities can benefit from coaching relationships.
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Individuals with disabilities experience less aca-
demic and career success than their non-disabled peers,
particularly in fields such as STEM (National Science
Foundation, 2012). Street et al. (2012) suggest that
students with LD and/or ADHD may be at increased
academic risk in STEM, at least in part because they
cannot meet STEM course demands regarding execu-
tive functioning (i.e., managing the cognitive processes
used in planning, organizing, strategizing, paying at-
tention to details, and managing time). They point out
that STEM courses place a particularly heavy demand
on cognitive skills that are often weak in students with
some types of disabilities. Since the development of the
frontal cortex in humans and the associated acquisition
of executive functioning skills continue well into the
third decade of life (Giedd et al., 1999), appropriate
interventions in the college years hold promise for
improving the executive functioning of undergraduate
students with disabilities.

Academic coaching interventions have been shown
to help at-risk students acquire the skills necessary to
succeed in a competitive postsecondary environment
(Field, Parker, Sawilosky, & Rolands, 2013; Parker &
Boutelle;20095Zwart&sKallemeyn, 2001). In a semi-
nal book on the topic, ADHD coaching is described as

“a unique collaborative relationship designed to help
college students with ADHD develop the awareness,
cognitive processes, behavioral patterns, and environ-
mental structures needed to overcome the performance
deficits caused by their disability” (Quinn, Ratey, &
Maitland, 2000, p.17).

In an early study (Zwart & Kallemeyn, 2001),
researchers explored the effectiveness of a peer-based
coaching program designed primarily for college
students diagnosed with ADHD and/or learning dis-
abilities (LD). The purpose of the coaching interven-
tion was to help students improve their self-efficacy
and study strategies. The results suggest that students
who participated in the coaching program experienced
reduced anxiety and improved time management skills,
motivation to take responsibility for school-related
tasks, study skills, and test preparation strategies.

Observing that students most at risk for under-
achieving or dropping out of college are typically in
their first or second year, one university adopted an
academic coaching intervention designed to help first-
and second-year students succeed in college studies
(Robinson & Gahagan, 2010). In this work, academic
coaching was defined as a “one-to-one interaction with
a student focusing on strengths, goals, study skills,
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engagement, academic planning and performance.”
Ninety-two percent of the participants in the interven-
tion during the 2007-2008 school year improved their
grade point average and otherwise demonstrated aca-
demic improvement over the academic year (Robinson
& Gahagan, 2010).

In another study (Parker, Hoffman, Sawilowsky,
& Rolands, 2011), seven undergraduates with ADHD
who were enrolled in a highly competitive university
setting participated in a semester-long pilot program
that examined the effects of coaching on their execu-
tive functioning skills. All but one of the students had
achieved a cumulative GPA of 3.0 or higher, suggesting
that even high achieving students with impairments that
affect executive functioning can benefit from academic
coaching. Participants reported in interviews that
coaching enhanced their ability to achieve academic
goals, that they enjoyed working with their coaches,
and that they felt less stressed and more in control of
their lives. These findings, supported by quantitative
data, suggest that coaching may help students with
executive functioning challenges achieve greater aca-
demic success.

Another recent article (Field et al., 2013) explored
the effects of academic coaching on learning and
study skills, self-regulation, and subjective well-being
of undergraduates with ADHD attending two- and
four-year colleges. Results from this study, which
included a control group, suggest that coaching can
be highly effective in helping students improve their
executive functioning skills and manage their daily
stress. Specifically, students who received coaching
earned higher scores on the Self-Regulation cluster of
the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory and the
College Well-Being Scale than did similar students in
a comparison group.

Some studies have explored the characteristics of
successful academic coaching programs. For example,
Swartz, Prevatt, and Proctor (2005) studied the im-
pact of an eight-week intervention in which graduate
students in a Counseling and School Psychology pro-
gram provided one-to-one coaching to undergraduate
students with ADHD. The approach was designed to
transfer responsibility for change to the undergraduate
students by focusing on strategizing about behaviors,
giving carefully tailored feedback, and asking ques-
tions rather than giving recommendations. Among
other things, the study highlighted the importance of
the quality of the student-coach relationship in the
success of any coaching intervention.

Depiction of the Problem

The authors of this article, who have worked with
students who have a wide range of disabilities as they
transition to and pursue college studies, have observed
that underdeveloped executive functioning presents a
barrier to success for some students, particularly those
pursuing rigorous fields of study such as those in STEM.
Postsecondary STEM students with disabilities regularly
talk about struggling to manage time, complete assign-
ments, maintain focus or shift focus from one task to
another, make plans, and organize tasks. Further, it has
been observed that such struggles can affect a student’s
ability and/or motivation to maintain relationships on
campus and engage in school-related activities.

In contrast to earlier studies that focused on stu-
dents with LD and/or ADHD, the pilot study described
in this article explored the efficacy of providing aca-
demic coaching services to postsecondary STEM stu-
dents with a wide variety of disabilities who reported a
need for academic support. While the coaching services
offered in the current study were not specific to STEM
coursework or learning, all participants were pursuing
STEM fields.

Participant Demographics and Institutional
Partners and Resources

Forty-one students who were members of the
National Science Foundation-funded project called
AccessSTEM (DO-IT, 2013a), which is directed by
the Disabilities, Opportunities, Internetworking, and
Technology (DO-IT) Center at the University of Wash-
ington (DO-IT, 2013b), participated in at least one
session of the AccessSTEM pilot coaching initiative.
About half of the students identified as male (53%),
while the other half (47%) identified as female. Stu-
dents reported their disabilities as follows: 11 (27%)
had attention deficit disorder (ADD) or ADHD; nine
(22%) had a mobility impairment; eight (20%) had a
learning disability; eight (20%) had a mental health
diagnosis such as depression or anxiety; four (10%)
had a sensory impairment; four (10%) had a systemic
health diagnosis; three (7%) had post-traumatic stress
disorder; two (5%) had an autism spectrum diagnosis;
and two (5%) had Tourette’s syndrome. Ten students
(24%) reported having more than one disability. Four
students (10%) reported that they were a veteran of the
United States military.

Twenty-nine (71%) of the students were attending
a two-year community college and twelve (29%) were
enrolled at a four-year institution. Twenty-eight (68%)
students identified their race as Caucasian; eight (20%)
identified as Asian; six (15%) identified as African
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American; one (2%) identified as Hispanic; and one
(2%) identified as American Indian. Three students
(7%) reported belonging to more than one race.

Students learned about the coaching service
through a combination of announcements and referral.
The pilot initiative was advertised in the AcCesSSSTEM
electronic community, in the Opportunities! Newsletter
sent to AccessSTEM members, and in flyers distributed
to disability support offices at the participating institu-
tions. Ultimately, the most effective form of student
recruitment proved to be through faculty and staff
member referrals after hearing about the academic
coaching service through email announcements on
campus or through their relationships with staff of the
DO-IT Center.

Description of Practice

The purpose of the AccesSSTEM academic coach-
ing pilot initiative was to employ evidence-based
practices in academic coaching to help postsecondary
STEM students with a range of disabilities develop
skills and strategies in support of their academic goals.
The service was provided at no cost to AcCessSSTEM
students enrolled at the University of Washington, Bel-
levue College, and South Seattle Community College.
Funding to support the initiative was provided by the
University of Washington and the National Science
Foundation. The academic coach traveled to the three
campuses to provide the service in-person. In between
sessions, the coach communicated with students via
telephone and email.

For the purpose of this intervention, academic
coaching was defined as a “one-to-one interaction with
a student focusing on strengths, goals, study skills, en-
gagement, academic planning and performance” (Rob-
inson & Gahagan, 2010). Recognizing that everyone
is different and that even the same disability can affect
people differently, coaching sessions were tailored to
the specific needs of each student. Concepts funda-
mental to the practice of coaching — self-assessment,
reflection, and goal setting — provided the framework
for the coaching intervention (Robinson & Gahagan,
2010). Quality counseling and communication skills
such as listening, reflection, questioning, and empathy
perceived as important to the success of the interven-
tion (Swartz et al., 2005) were utilized. Students were
offered one-hour in person coaching sessions each
week. Some chose to attend sessions less frequently.

The academic coach utilized in the current study
had over ten years of experience providing coaching
services at' severaluniversities'in'England. The coach
had completed the Portfolio of Experience for Study

Skills Support Tutors by demonstrating proficiency in
three core skill areas: (1) Designing and Implement-
ing an Individualized Learning Plan, (2) Effective
Communication and Specific Learning Disabilities,
and (3) The Learning Process of Specific Learning
Disabilities: Assessment and Analysis. The coach also
participated in semi-annual training workshops and
conferences over many years and held a Certificate
in Personal Coaching from the Coaching Academy
(www.the-coaching-academy.com/). More information
about credentials and training for academic coaches is
available at TREE (http://www.ntatutor.com/certifica-
tion-training-topics-for-academic-coaches.html), the
Center for Credentialing and Education (http://www.
cce-global.org/bece/training), and the International
Coach Federation (http://www.coachfederation.org/).

Student Self-assessment. During the initial meet-
ing, the academic coach and student discussed the stu-
dent’s challenges, strengths, resources, and perceived
needs as well as his/her expectations for coaching.
Students were asked to identify short-term and long-
term academic goals and to evaluate skills related to
time management, studying behaviors, interpersonal
communication, organization, and academic plan-
ning. Self-reporting that occurred during these initial
conversations provided a foundation for future work.

Inquiry model. During subsequent sessions, the
coach asked a series of open-ended questions in an
effort to learn more about the student’s interests, goals,
and motivations. This coaching approach, referred to
as the “inquiry” model, emphasizes asking over tell-
ing (Parker & Boutelle, 2009; Robinson & Gahagan,
2010). By asking specific types of questions, the coach
also modeled reflective thinking and helped students
develop the ability to plan and set goals. This has been
found to be especially important for students with
ADHD, who benefit from having decision-making,
prioritizing, and time management skills modeled
for them (Parker & Boutelle, 2009). Coaching also
encouraged students to replace negative thoughts
with positive ones and to view their challenges from
different perspectives. Parker and Boutelle (2009)
discussed how coaching influenced undergraduates’
use of “self-talk” in this manner.

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes

Coaching services were offered during the 2011-
2012 and 2012-2013 academic years. At the end of
the each academic year, students provided feedback
about the coaching experience through an online
survey consisting of six open-ended questions. The
survey was created by the coach and a project evalua-
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tor and administered anonymously online. Participants
were given the opportunity to respond but were not
required to do so. Survey results from 16 students who
completed more than three coaching sessions and re-
sponded to the survey are described below. On average,
these participants attended 12 coaching sessions. The
majority of survey respondents engaged in in-person,
weekly coaching sessions during an academic quarter.

Item 1. What impact, if any, have the academic
coaching sessions had on you? Students mentioned,
in order of decreasing frequency:

Improved structure, organization, or

time management skills 7
Decreased stress, felt reassured or supported 5
Increased motivation, confidence,

self-esteem, or self-advocacy 5
Gave effective strategies to meet goals 4
Improved communication or writing skills 3
Improved ability to focus on tasks 3
Clarified goals or provided support for goals 2

One student stated, “The academic coaching has
really helped my self-esteem greatly.” These results
seem to reflect cognitive and affective benefits reported
in other studies.

Item 2. In what ways, if any, has participating in the
academic coaching sessions helped you achieve your
educational or personal goals? Students mentioned, in
order of decreasing frequency:

Improved goal setting, prioritization of

goals, or goal advancement 6
Increased confidence/self-advocacy or
decreased self-criticism/negativity 6
More focused and organized career

search, or internship success 5
Improved writing, reading, study skills, or
information retention 2
Experienced reduced stress or

manages stress better 2

Improved awareness/strategies to overcome
barriers imposed by disability
Improved grade point average 1

Specific comments included: “The work we do is
invaluable and I can’t put a price on [my coach’s] gifted
tutoring and support,” and “The academic coaching has
made my grades better and [ am able to navigate school
transitions easier and talk to school officials better.”

Item 3. Do you feel that participating in the coach-
ing 'sessions has'madeadifference’in' where you are
today? Every student responded “yes” to this question.

Item 4. Please describe the differences you have
experienced as the result of participating in the coach-
ing sessions. What, specifically, has changed? Students
mentioned, in order of decreasing frequency:

Improved self-awareness or confidence 6
Improved organization, goal-setting, or
priority-setting 5
Improved emotional regulation,

stress management 5
Feeling of being supported 4
Improved learning strategies or

knowledge retention 4
Improved communication 2

One student said, “I am now able to ask better
questions to my professors and the school financial
aid, registrar, and disability service offices.”

Item 5. List three strategies or skills you have
learned as a result of participating in the coaching
sessions. Students mentioned, in order of decreasing
frequency:

Time management and organization skills 8

Goal setting 5
Strategies to improve writing and

reading skills 4
Study skills 2
Breaking projects into smaller steps

or making outlines 2
Self-awareness 2
Utilize existing resources 2

Students also mentioned seeing things to comple-
tion, test-taking strategies, and asking others for feed-
back about progress.

Additional feedback was received when partici-
pants shared benefits of academic coaching with their
academic coach and with the AccessSTEM electronic
community, which includes peers and mentors inter-
ested in STEM fields. Students with a variety of dis-
abilities talked about learning how to prioritize action
items, figuring out how to obtain the right accommoda-
tions, learning how to stay on track when things did
not go as planned, gaining perspective, acknowledg-
ing success, improving time management skills, and
organizing things such as email messages, notebooks,
calendars, and other correspondence.
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Discussion

As noted earlier, development of the frontal cortex
and the associated acquisition of executive function-
ing skills continues well into one’s 20s. This is of
particular importance when one considers that post-
secondary STEM students with disabilities are often
undergraduate students aged 18-25 who are not faring
well in retention and graduation rates compared to their
non-disabled peers. Although the literature regarding
academic coaching and students with disabilities has
often focused on students with LD and/or ADHD,
the results of the AccessSTEM academic coaching
pilot initiative suggest that students with a variety of
disabilities can benefit from coaching relationships.
Every participant who completed the survey responded
that coaching had made a difference in his or her life.
Overall, students reported that coaching helped them
learn new skills and strategies to help them succeed
at college.

Data collected during the pilot initiative also sug-
gests that the academic coaching service improved
the study skills, self-confidence, and motivation of
postsecondary STEM students with a variety of dis-
abilities. Specifically, students identified time manage-
ment, note taking, organization, prioritizing, writing,
self-advocacy, and stress management among the
strategies and skills they had learned through their
academic coaching experiences. These reports sug-
gest that the academic coaching services provided in
the pilot study enhanced the executive functioning of
students with disabilities, increasing their capacity
to manage the cognitive processes used in planning,
organizing, strategizing, paying attention to details,
and managing time.

Implications and Portability

Individuals who wish to implement coaching
interventions on other campuses can benefit from the
developing literature base that defines critical aspects
and perceived benefits of academic coaching and the
existence of training programs for academic coach-
ing. However, the lack of availability of well-trained
coaches and funding to support their work remains
a barrier to wide-scale implementation of academic
coaching services at postsecondary institutions.

Limitations in this pilot study are related to the
small size of the participant group and lack of a
comparison group, the qualitative nature of the self-
reported student feedback, and issues related to self-
selection:"However, the'tesults of this pilot initiative
add to the growing body of evidence that students with

disabilities perceive that academic coaching helps them
acquire executive functioning skills that contribute to
academic success.

The authors recommend that future research be un-
dertaken to explore the efficacy of providing academic
coaching to postsecondary STEM students with a wide
range of disabilities. Future efforts could include the
utilization of a control group, comparisons of reported
gains and academic success by disability type, and pre/
post measures of skills and well-being.
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