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Abstract

The occupational therapy department of a medium-sized eastern Pennsylvania university developed and pilot-
ed the Greater Opportunity for Academic Learning and Living Successes (GOALS2) program in collaboration 
with the Office of Student Accessibility. The program intended to expand the traditional accommodations 
offered to students with disabilities on college campuses through the provision of occupational therapy ser-
vices to address student-selected academic learning and living goals. During the pilot semester, 13 of the 
approximately 110 students with disabilities on campus elected to participate in the GOALS2 program. These 
students met over 80% of their self-identified learning goals and reported that the program had significant 
value. Researchers interviewed seven of the students who expressed that they found the GOALS2 program to 
be valuable in reaching their self-identified goals. The GOALS2 program utilizes graduate level occupational 
therapy students and appears to be an inexpensive approach to augmenting the services offered to students 
with disabilities to promote their academic success.
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Beginning in the mid-1970s, eligible students 
with disabilities attending K-12 public schools have 
been eligible to receive special education services 
or accommodations through the Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act, now Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; U.S. Department 
of Education [DOE], 2018). Since that time, an in-
creasing number of students with disabilities obtain 
their high school diploma and aspire to earn a college 
degree (U.S. DOE, National Center for Education 
Statistics [NCES], 2016). In postsecondary educa-
tion, special education law through IDEA does not 
apply. Eligible students with disabilities are entitled 
to accommodations under Section 504 of the Rehabil-
itation Act of 1973 and Title II of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990. These laws require postsec-
ondary education institutions to provide appropriate 
academic adjustments to ensure that no discrimina-
tion based on disability is occurring (U.S. DOE, Of-
fice of Civil Rights, 2011).   

Unfortunately, students with disabilities who 
were successful when receiving special education 
support in high school are at risk of struggling in col-
lege where such support is not mandated by law (Na-
tional Center for Learning Disabilities, 2014). In fact, 
students with disabilities have substantially lower 
retention and persistence rates in college than other 
students (Kim & Lee, 2016).  This results in reduced 
opportunities for students with disabilities on many 
fronts, including developing social roles and estab-
lishing routines that promote enhanced mental health 
and self-efficacy (Pitts, 2001). The annual unemploy-
ment rate in 2017 for individuals without disabilities 
was approximately 4.2% compared to a 9.2% rate of 
people with disabilities who were available for work 
and actively seeking employment (U.S. Department 
of Labor [DOL], Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018, 
June 21). Attending college can alleviate this problem, 
since earning a four-year college degree yields a 74% 
increase in lifetime earnings over those with a high 
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school diploma (Carnevale, Rose & Cheah, 2010). 
According the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015, 

July 20), only 16.4% of people with a disability aged 
25 and older have completed a bachelor’s degree, 
compared to 34.6% of people with no disability. Poor 
college graduation rates for students with disabilities, 
and its natural consequence, can be mitigated. Rams-
dell (2014) highlights student engagement and effec-
tive learning strategies as two constructs related to 
student success in college. Receiving proper support 
services predicts the degree of success for students 
with disabilities in postsecondary education (Her-
bert et al., 2014). Recognizing this, nearly forty col-
leges around the country have developed programs, 
beyond legal requirements, to support students with 
disabilities, and more specifically students with au-
tism spectrum disorder (ASD; Hoffman, 2016). One 
such program has paired graduate-level occupational 
therapy (OT) students with students with ASD in a 
course in which one-on-one mentoring is provided 
to help students with disabilities succeed in college 
(Schindler, Cajiga, Aaronson, & Salas, 2015). 

In fact, it is within the OT’s scope of practice to 
address some of the challenges faced by students with 
disabilities in postsecondary education. Occupational 
therapists understand how a disability can create phys-
ical, psychosocial, cognitive, and sensory challenges 
that affect a student’s ability to successfully partic-
ipate in college life (Jirikowic, Campbell, DiAmi-
co, Frauwith, & Mahoney, 2013). With expertise in 
task analysis, environmental modification, and task 
adaptation, occupational therapists are well suited 
to contribute to the success of these college students 
(Jirikowic et al., 2013). Some occupational therapists 
utilize coaching methods for student-driven practice, 
which is an emerging intervention method with grow-
ing evidence (Dunn, Cox, Foster, Mische-Lawson, & 
Tanquary, 2012; Graham, Rodger, & Ziviani, 2013; 
Potvin, Prelock, & Savard, 2018). Thus, occupational 
therapists have the skills to support college students 
with disabilities to develop their individual goals and 
skills for academic success. Many of these students 
with disabilities received occupational therapy ser-
vices while in public schools, but these services are 
rarely provided in postsecondary institutions (Crab-
tree, Daley, Eichler, McCarthy, & Schindler, 2015). 

Depiction of the Problem

The population currently served by the Office 
of Student Accessibility Services (herein referred to 
as Accessibility Services) at the medium-sized uni-
versity (The Carnegie Classification of Institutions 
of Higher Education, n.d.) in eastern Pennsylvania 

has approximately 110 undergraduate and graduate 
students combined each year. The Accessibility Ser-
vices Office has a staff of one person who provides 
standard accommodation such as quiet testing space, 
extra time for exams, notetakers, and preferential 
course registration. As the number of college-bound 
students with disabilities and the variety of their dis-
abilities has increased, the traditional services offered 
by Accessibility Services needed to be expanded. It 
was determined that students have additional needs 
in order to be successful both in the academic and 
social aspects of college life. For example, these stu-
dents expressed a need for support around navigating 
group projects given their disability, having a mean-
ingful social life, and developing disability-specific 
learning strategies. These types of services are not 
traditionally offered by Accessibility Services, but 
contribute to students’ academic success and overall 
satisfaction with their college experience.

The university offers a graduate-level occupational 
therapy education program. The Accreditation Coun-
cil for Occupational Therapy Education (ACOTE) 
requires that occupational therapy students complete 
clinical placements as part of their educational experi-
ence (ACOTE, 2012). A partnership was established to 
expand the offerings of Accessibility Services through 
a new program in which free occupational therapy ser-
vices were offered by the OT department to students 
with disabilities in need on campus. This program, en-
titled Greater Opportunity for Academic Learning and 
Living Successes (GOALS2), was piloted during the 
Fall 2017 semester. 

Participant Demographics and Institutional 
Partners/Resources

Students with disabilities were identified as having 
unmet needs in two ways: referral from the director of 
Accessibility Services, and self-identification through 
the Screening Tool for Accessibility Requirements and 
Satisfaction (STARS) questionnaire. The GOALS2 
program developers adapted Dutta’s (2001) Disabil-
ity Related Service Needs and Satisfaction Question-
naire to create the STARS questionnaire by revising or 
removing items that were not applicable to the pilot 
campus. The STARS questionnaire measures the stu-
dent-perceived level of need for, and satisfaction with, 
disability services provided. The questionnaire includes 
questions about stress management, study skills, time 
management, organizational skills, social supports, 
and disability-specific career counseling/planning. Of 
the 27 identified students, 13 students were scheduled 
to work at least once with the GOALS2 Program. Ten 
students became ongoing participants attending three 
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or more GOALS2 sessions. The ongoing participants 
included six females and four males with a variety of 
diagnoses. Table 1 lists additional participant charac-
teristics, including diagnoses.

Description of Practice

The GOALS2 program was designed to support 
the Accessibility Services’ mission of equal access to 
educational opportunities for all students. The ulti-
mate aims of the program go beyond equal access and 
focus on the successful attainment of education-re-
lated goals and development of new skills that will 
result in meaningful employment and independence 
after graduation. The program is a student-driven 
approach that uses the Coaching-in-Context process 
(Figure 1) to help students with disabilities identify 
strategies they can use to reach their self-identified 
goals. The progress toward students’ self-identified 
goals is monitored in each session. 

The GOALS2 staff consists of two full-time third 
year master’s level OT students during the clinical ro-
tation portion of their education and two occupational 
therapy faculty members who provide weekly super-
vision to the occupational therapy students. This is in 
accordance with the ACOTE standards (2012).

A program evaluation plan was developed to de-
termine the degree to which the GOALS2 program 
achieved its objectives and to gather information for 
program improvement. The program evaluation plan 
sought to (a) describe the participants’ impressions of 
the GOALS2  program and (b) assess the degree to 
which GOALS2  participants reached their self-iden-
tified learning goals.

The program evaluation plan was approved as a 
study by the university institutional review board. Stu-
dents with disabilities who received services through 
the GOALS2 program were invited to take part in 
the program evaluation during the informed consent 
process. This occurred in-person during one of the 
GOALS2 program sessions. Students with disabili-
ties were informed that they could receive GOALS2  

program services regardless of whether they chose to 
sign the informed consent form.

The program evaluation used a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods to collect data. 
Goal Attainment Scaling (GAS) was the prima-
ry quantitative outcome measure. It is used to scale 
goals into intervals that allow for the quantitative 
monitoring of progress toward the goals. Ruble, Mc-
Grew, and Toland (2012) found GAS to be valid and 
reliable across numerous population and studies. A 
change of one point on the GAS is considered clini-
cally significant, however a two-point change is nec-

essary for a goal to be considered reached (Ruble et 
al., 2012). Students with disabilities provided GAS 
ratings during each GOALS2 program session.

In addition to the GAS data, the program eval-
uation plan included qualitative interviews using 
a semi-structured interview guide. Seven of the 10 
students who received ongoing GOALS2 program 
services during the pilot semester were interviewed. 
The interviews were transcribed verbatim, checked 
for accuracy, and coded. A multi-step, multi-coder, 
open-coding approach was used to divide data into 
segments and identify categories to develop a coding 
key (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). NVivo Pro qualitative 
data analysis software (version 11) was used to com-
plete the qualitative data analysis.

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes

The ten ongoing clients developed 26 goals that 
fell into four categories: Academic, Health and Well-
ness, Interpersonal Relationships, and Time Manage-
ment/Organization. The academic goals addressed 
items such as study skills, test-taking strategies, and 
use of assistive technology to increase academic 
success. Health and wellness goals addressed sleep, 
exercise, eating habits, coping strategies, and stress 
management. Interpersonal relationship goals ad-
dressed social life, communication skills, and self-ad-
vocacy. Time management and organizational goals 
addressed task breakdown, initiation, and pacing. 

The GOALS2 staff had 124 hours of direct contact 
with students with disabilities during the pilot semes-
ter. Each student received an average of 9.5 sessions. 
Over 80% of the students’ self-identified goals were 
achieved during the pilot semester.  It took an average 
of five sessions for goals to be achieved. As indicated 
in Table 2, all Health and Wellness goals and all Inter-
personal Relationship goals were achieved.

Six themes emerged from the GOALS2 program 
participant interviews: academic success, emotional 
support, progress toward goal attainment, personal 
health and wellness, decreased stress and anxiety, and 
time management/organization. Figure 2 provides il-
lustrative excerpts of each of the themes. 

During the interviews, participants mention two 
challenges that they experienced while taking part in 
the GOALS2 program. Two of the seven students re-
ported that they did not implement some of the strate-
gies that they had chosen to make progress toward their 
goals. Two students reported unexpected roadblocks as 
a challenge (e.g. class layout or assignments). 

or more GOALS2 sessions. The ongoing participants 
included six females and four males with a variety of 
diagnoses. Table 1 lists additional participant 
characteristics, including diagnoses.

The GOALS2 program was designed to support the Accessibility 
Services’ mission of equal access to educational opportunities for 
all students. The ultimate aims of the program go beyond equal 
access and focus on the successful attainment of 
education-related goals and development of new skills that will 
result in meaningful employment and independence after 
graduation. The program is a student-driven approach that uses 
the Coaching-in-Context process (Figure 1) to help students with 
disabilities identify strategies they can use to reach their 
self-identified goals. The progress toward students’ self-identified 
goals is monitored in each session. 

The GOALS2 staff 
consists of two full-time third year master’s level OT students 
during the clinical rotation portion of their education and two 
occupational therapy faculty members who provide weekly 
supervision to the occupational therapy students. This is in 
accordance with the ACOTE standards (2012). 

A program 
evaluation plan was developed to determine the degree to which 
the GOALS2 program achieved its objectives and to gather 
information for program improvement. The program evaluation 
plan sought to (a) describe the participants’ impressions of the 
GOALS2 program and (b) assess the degree to which GOALS2 
participants reached their self-identified learning goals. 

The 
program evaluation plan was approved as a study by the 
university institutional review board. Students with disabilities 
who received services through the GOALS2 program were 
invited to take part in the program evaluation during the informed 
consent process. This occurred in-person during one of the 
GOALS2 program sessions. Students with disabilities were 
informed that they could receive GOALS2 program services 
regardless of whether they chose to sign the informed consent 
form. 
The program evaluation used a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods to collect data. Goal 
Attainment Scaling (GAS) was the primary quantitative outcome 
measure. It is used to scale goals into intervals that allow for the 
quantitative monitoring of progress toward the goals. Ruble, 
McGrew, and Toland (2012) found GAS to be valid and reliable 
across numerous population and studies. A change of one point 
on the GAS is considered clinically significant, however a 
two-point change is

necessary for a goal to be considered reached (Ruble et al., 
2012). Students with disabilities provided GAS ratings during 
each GOALS2 program session. 

In addition to the GAS 
data, the program evaluation plan included qualitative interviews 
using a semi-structured interview guide. Seven of the 10 
students who received ongoing GOALS2 program services 
during the pilot semester were interviewed. The interviews were 
transcribed verbatim, checked for accuracy, and coded. A 
multi-step, multi-coder, open-coding approach was used to 
divide data into segments and identify categories to develop a 
coding key (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). NVivo Pro qualitative data 
analysis software (version 11) was used to complete the 
qualitative data analysis.

The ten ongoing clients developed 26 goals that fell into four 
categories: Academic, Health and Wellness, Interpersonal 
Relationships, and Time Management/Organization. The 
academic goals addressed items such as study skills, test-taking 
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Implications and Portability

Although a small sample size (n = 10) is a limita-
tion of the study, the results of the pilot semester sug-
gest that the GOALS2 program is effective at helping 
students with disabilities reach their own goals. 
These same students overwhelmingly have provided 
positive feedback about the program. The GOALS2 
program approach is a cost-effective complement to 
traditional Accessibility Services. It allows college 
campuses to provide more comprehensive support 
services to college students with disabilities, with the 
hope of increasing the graduation rates. 

Several challenges were noted during this pilot se-
mester. First, making students with disabilities aware 
that the program existed and of its potential benefits 
was a greater challenge than expected. Most of the 27 
students who were identified as possible candidates 
for the program did not respond to the emails sent to 
them informing them of the availability of the pro-
gram. Instead of email, it may be best for a GOALS2 
program representative to be physically present in the 
Office of Student Accessibility Services for the first 
two weeks of the semester to invite students to the 
program. Secondly, although an informational ses-
sion was held for faculty members, the GOALS2 staff 
realized that further faculty education was necessary 
to help faculty members differentiate between the 
role of the GOALS2 program, Accessibility Office, 
and the Academic Success Center. Finally, it became 
clear that while the Coaching-in-Context process is 
appropriate for most of the students, some students 
require a more directive intervention approach. 

During the pilot semester, the GOALS2 program 
primarily determined its efficacy by measuring stu-
dent progress of their own goals using a repeated 
measures design. Future plans include measuring 
whether participating in the GOALS2 program im-
pacts participants’ quality of life and stress levels, 
using the Brunnsviken Brief Quality of Life Scale 
and the Penn State Worry Questionnaire, respec-
tively (Lindner et al., 2016; Meyer, Miller, Metzger, 
& Borkovec, 1990). The STARS questionnaire will 
be used to measure students’ satisfaction with the 
GOALS2 program and to compare this to satisfaction 
of students receiving services exclusively through 
Accessibility Services. Finally, the program intends 
to track GPA (grade point average), probation, and 
student retention. With proper funding, the GOALS2 
program could expand to several colleges, includ-
ing any of the 174 universities in the United States 
where occupational therapy graduate programs are 
offered (American Occupational Therapy Associa-
tion, 2018), or any other university through the use of 

virtual technology. The increased sample size across 
multiple campuses would allow a randomized clini-
cal trial to be conducted.

The GOALS2 program has the potential of pro-
viding needed supports to students with disabilities at 
minimal cost to universities and colleges nationwide. 
Those interested in replicating the program are invit-
ed to contact the second author.
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Table 1

GOALS2 Program Participant Characteristics Fall 2017 (self-report from client) 

Frequency Percentage

Gender n = 10
     Male 4 40%
     Female 6 60%
Ethnicity* n =10
     White 4 40%
     Black or African American 3 30%
     Asian 1 10%
     Caribbean American 1 10%
     Egyptian 1 10%
Class n = 10
     Freshman 1 10%
     Sophomore 3 30%
     Junior 3 30%
     Senior 0 0%
     Graduate 3 30%
Primary Diagnosis** n = 10
     Not Reported 1 10%
     Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 2 20%
     Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 1 10%
      Learning Disability 2 20%
      Deaf/Hearing Impaired 0 0%
      Mental Health 3 30%
      Physical/Mobility Related 1 10%
      Autism Spectrum Disorder 0 0%
Had an IEP or 504 plan in High School n = 10
      Yes 5 50%
      No 2 20%
      Unsure 2 20%
      Not reported 1 10%
Current Place of Residence n = 10
      Residence Hall 3 30%
      Apartment, house, condo (not with parents) 2 20%
      Live with family member 3 30%
      Not reported 2 20%

Continued
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Frequency Percentage

Birth Year n = 10
      1991 1 10%
      1993 1 10%
      1994 2 10%
      1995 1 10%
      1996 2 20%
      1997 1 10%
      1998 2 10%

Note. * Participants had the ability to write in their ethnicity if choices did not match how they describe 
themselves; ** Three (3) students were receiving Accessibility Services for a diagnosis of autism spectrum 
disorder, however they reported their primary disability under a different category.

Note. GAS = Goal Attainment Scaling

Table 2

GOALS2 Program Goal Attainment Scaling Results Fall 2017

Type of GAS Goal Total # of 
Goals

Total # of 
Goals Met

Total # of 
Goals Not 

Met
Percentage of 

Goals Met

Academic 9 6 3 66.67
Health and Wellness 7 7 0 100.00
Interpersonal Relationships 3 3 0 100.00
Time Management / Organization 7 5 2 71.43

Totals 26 21 5 80.77
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Figure 1. Coaching-in-Context process overview. This figure illustrates 
the three parts of a student session.

Figure 2. Illustrative excerpts for each of the themes identified by 
GOALS2 participants.


