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Abstract

The number of students with disabilities (SWD) enrolling in postsecondary education continues to increase,
yet degree completion rates continue to fall behind compared to peers without disabilities. There is an ob-
vious need to investigate interventions to support postsecondary success so SWD can reap the benefits of
a college education. Empirical evidence demonstrates that coaching is a promising support. This literature
review aims to examine coaching interventions currently used to support SWD in postsecondary education.
The authors reviewed relevant literature from 2009 to 2021 and identified 17 studies that met the search
criteria. Findings indicate positive outcomes, including improved grade point average (GPA), time manage-
ment, organization, learning and study skills, self-esteem, behavioral regulation, metacognition, and sense
of well-being. The authors also include recommendations for additional research.
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Enrollment rates of students with disabilities
(SWD) in postsecondary education continue to rise,
currently comprising 19.4% of undergraduates (U.S.
Department of Education, 2021). According to a report
from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2
(NLTS2), 44% of SWD were enrolled in 2-year col-
leges, 32% were enrolled in vocational schools, and
19% were enrolled in 4-year universities (Newman et
al., 2011). Often, students do not reveal disability sta-
tus for reasons such as fear of stigma, perceived lack
of usefulness of services, and poor self-advocacy skills
(Lyman et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2021), so enrollment
rates are potentially much higher. Despite this rise in
enrollment, SWD demonstrate poor academic success
and persistence towards degree completion compared
to peers without disabilities (Cortiella & Horowitz,
2014; Marino et al., 2020; Madaus et al., 2021). Com-
pletion rates for SWD were only 34% compared to
51% for students without disabilities (Newman et al.,
2011). Students with disabilities are more likely to be
underprepared with skills such as organization, plan-
ning, and study strategies needed for success (D’ Ales-
sio & Banerjee, 2016; Parker & Boutelle, 2009).
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Supports Available for Students

Postsecondary institutions support SWD through
the Office of Disability Services (ODS) if a student
self-discloses their disability along with appropriate
documentation (Singh, 2019). Typical supports are
symptom-based accommodations derived from an
identified diagnosis (Zeng et al., 2018) and include
additional time for exams and assignments, distrac-
tion-reduced rooms for testing, assistance with note
taking, environmental accommodations, and atten-
dance accommodations (Smith et al., 2021). Al-
though these accommodations can be beneficial, they
are deficit-based and do not view students through a
holistic, individualized lens. The deficit-based mind-
set emphasizes deficiencies in academic skills and
cognitive abilities which can undermine a student’s
overall self-esteem, ultimately hindering growth by
overshadowing their strengths. Students are required
to identify as disabled, an expectation that can create
increased levels of anxiety, distress (Woolf & de Bie,
2022) potentially leading to delays in meeting student
needs (Lightfoot et al., 2018).



132 Anderson et al.; Executive Function Coaching

Researchers have identified several factors con-
tributing to postsecondary persistence that are not
accounted for during the traditional accommodation
processes including increased social demands (Pre-
vatt & Levrini, 2015) and adjusting to the increased
independence and complexity in postsecondary en-
vironments (Ardell et al., 2016; Lombardi et al.,
2016). Students experience a decrease in structure
and adult support as they transition out of the home
setting (O’Rourke et al., 2020). In addition, execu-
tive function (EF) deficits are a prevalent symptom in
many disabilities (Leung et al., 2016; Rabinovici et
al., 2015; Zelazo, 2020; Zeng, 2018) and affect prob-
lem-solving, decision making, and purposeful behav-
ior all of which are necessary for academic and life
success. If accommodations are only deficit-based
and not geared toward the development of EF skills,
SWD will have minimal chance of developing the
level of self-regulated learning required for academic
success (Parker & Boutelle, 2009).

Executive Function and Self-Regulated Learning

Executive function (EF) skills form a foundation
for knowledge attainment and control over the re-
lated purposeful behavior required for creating and
reaching self-determined goals (Doebel, 2020; Rabi-
novici et al., 2015; Zelazo et al., 2016). Development
of these skills are based on experience as individuals
grow from childhood to adulthood (Diamond, 2013;
Zelazo et al., 2016) and can be learned with positive
guidance. Executive function skills are necessary for
SWD to navigate college life through planning, or-
ganizing, staying on-task, maintaining schedules, and
positive relationships. Academic success, health and
wellness, and quality of life have been predicted with
EF measures (Zelazo et al., 2016), and stronger EF
skills are related to improved mental and physical
health (Diamond, 2013).

Students entering university environments re-
quire higher self-regulation and self-directed learn-
ing levels than in secondary school (Anastopoulos
et al., 2018). Zimmerman (2015) postulated that
self-regulated learning is an interaction between in-
trinsic and extrinsic factors. Intrinsic factors include
motivation, thought processes in planning, initiation,
self-understanding, ability to regulate, self-monitor,
and evaluate self. Extrinsic factors include the en-
vironment and social supports within that environ-
ment. Zimmerman (2002) noted that self-regulation
IS a proactive process involving an individual’s feel-
ings, thoughts, and motivations for goal attainment.
A high level of self-awareness is required to adjust
when strategies work or do not work when learning.
Self-regulation also involves self-efficacy and the

belief that one can accomplish their goals. Research
indicates a correlation between higher levels of EF
and efficacious self-regulated learning (Follmer &
Sperling, 2016; Rutherford et al., 2018). Therefore,
holistic scaffolds are required for students to develop
self-regulated learning.

Completing a college education is associated with
higher lifetime earnings, increased employment op-
portunities, improved access to healthcare benefits and
preventative care, and improved quality of life (Ma et
al., 2016; Trostel, 2015). From a holistic perspective,
contextual supports should be analyzed along with
academic supports for SWD as individual goals are
heavily influenced by an individual’s physical, social,
and cultural environment (Law et al., 1996; Zeng et
al., 2018). Recognizing the increased need for support,
some institutions have begun implementing novel sup-
ports such as mentoring (Dunn et al., 2018; Lindsay et
al., 2016) and coaching programs (Marino et al., 2020;
Richman et al., 2014). Research indicates coaching
can assist SWD during postsecondary education to en-
hance EF skills, increase self-awareness, and develop
techniques to reach self-determined goal areas (Gou-
dreau & Knight, 2018; Parker & Boutelle, 2009).

Coaching

Coaching in education as defined by van Nieu-
werburgh (2012) is “A one-to-one conversation that
focuses on the enhancement of learning and devel-
opment through increasing self-awareness and a
sense of personal responsibility, where the coach
facilitates the self-directed learning of the coachee
through questioning, active listening, and appropriate
challenge in a supportive and encouraging climate”
(p.17). Individuals require an inherent awareness of
motivations, beliefs, and self-understanding to reg-
ulate their learning process (Boekaerts & Corno,
2005). The individual’s context and environment can
help or hinder the use and development of self-regu-
lation. Each person will implement these skills dif-
ferently according to the situations placed in front
of them at various times. The collaborative coaching
relationship allows students to focus on contextual,
academic, and occupational needs for optimal perfor-
mance in the postsecondary environment.

Purpose of the Present Study

This article describes a systematic review to eval-
uate the current evidence on coaching interventions
for executive dysfunction for undergraduate students
with disabilities. The intents of this systematic lit-
erature review are to (a) synthesize components of
coaching interventions that address EF skills for un-
dergraduate SWD, (b) understand the experiences
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of undergraduates with disabilities in coaching pro-
grams, and (c) highlight areas for future research. The
guidelines provided by the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses (PRIS-
MA) were used to ensure transparency and accuracy
in reporting (Page et al., 2021).

Method

A search was conducted using the online data-
bases Google Scholar, PsycINFO, and ERIC using
a combination of the following keywords “executive
function” and “students with disabilities” or “ADHD”
or “learning disability” or “ASD” or “traumatic brain
injury” or *“emotional and psychiatric conditions,”
and “undergraduate” or “college” or “post-second-
ary,” and “coaching.”

Criteria for inclusion were empirical studies pub-
lished in peer-reviewed journals between 2009-2021
that (a) used qualitative, quantitative, or mixed meth-
ods; (b) included postsecondary students diagnosed
with disabilities; (c) included coaching or mentor-
ing as an intervention; (d) used at least one depen-
dent variable identified as EF skills or outcomes
associated with EF skills; and (e) was published in
the English language. Studies were excluded if they
were program evaluations, conference proceedings,
dissertations, or theses. Reference lists from articles
meeting inclusionary criteria were also examined to
identify additional publications.

The search yielded 863 articles. All abstracts were
reviewed for evidence of inclusionary criteria. A total
of 23 articles met the criteria. All abstracts were read
by two authors. Interrater reliability was calculated by
dividing the number of agreements by the number of
agreements plus the number of disagreements multi-
plied by 100% and was 82.14%. Disagreements were
discussed and agreements obtained for a total number
of 17 articles (see Table 1) to be included in this review.

Results

Study and Participant Characteristics

Of the 17 articles meeting inclusionary criteria for
this review, various research designs were employed.
Three of the studies utilized qualitative designs
(Harrington et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2013; Parker
& Boutelle, 2009), two were exploratory in nature
(Bellman et al., 2015; Rando et al., 2016), three made
use of longitudinal designs (Anastopoulos et al.,
2020; DuPaul et al., 2017; Weiss & Rohland, 2015),
four used mixed methods (Marino et al., 2020; Parker
et al., 2011; Richman et al., 2014; Xie, 2020), one
used a prospective descriptive design (Prevatt & Yel-

land, 2015), one used a case study comparison design
(Kennedy & Krause, 2011), one was quasi-experi-
mental (Anastopoulos & King, 2015), and two em-
ployed randomized controlled trails (Anastopoulos
et al., 2021; Field et al., 2013). Sample sizes ranged
from 2 to 1,782, and ages of students ranged from
17-60 years old, although eight of the articles did not
report specific ages (Bellman et al., 2015; Field et al.,
2013; Marino et al., 2020; Parker & Boutelle, 2009;
Parker et al., 2011; Parker et al., 2013; Richman et al.,
2014; Weiss & Rohland, 2015).

Six of the articles did not report socio-demo-
graphics of the participants (Field et al., 2013; Kenne-
dy & Krause, 2011; Parker & Boutelle, 2009; Parker
et al., 2011; Parker et al., 2013; Weiss & Rohland,
2015) and the remaining studies reported the majori-
ty of participants were Caucasian. All studies except
for one, which only collected data from male partic-
ipants (Kennedy & Krause, 2011), reported a mix of
both male and female participants. Two investiga-
tions noted students demonstrated EF deficits but did
not specify disability type (Marino et al., 2020; Xie,
2020), of the remaining investigations, two focused
on ASD (Rando et al., 2016; Weiss & Rohland, 2015),
one included a population of TBI (Kennedy & Krause,
2011), four focused on ADHD and LD (DuPaul et al.,
2017; Parker & Boutelle, 2009; Prevatt & Yelland,
2015; Richman et al., 2014), six studies investigated
primarily ADHD (Anastopoulos & King, 2015; Anas-
topoulos et al., 2021, Anastopoulos et al., 2020; Field
et al., 2013; Parker et al., 2011; Parker et al., 2013),
and two investigated a variety of diagnoses (Bellman
et al., 2015; Harrington et al., 2020).

Study Outcomes

Within the 17 studies examining coaching for
postsecondary students with disabilities, a variety
of models with different combinations of length of
program, training for coaches, and frameworks were
used. Marino et al. (2020) performed a matched-pairs
experimental design with 120 undergraduate STEM
majors with EF deficits within the framework of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL). Participants
received coaching from graduate students who were
enrolled in a special education program and who re-
ceived training and supervision about coaching best
practices, EF, evidence-based practices in STEM,
and UDL from their secondary methods instructor.
Coaching plans and goals were developed within a
personalized UDL lesson plan and each participant
received an average of eight coaching sessions with-
in one semester. In addition, participants met with
STEM mentors virtually or face-to-face on average
three times per semester.
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Table 1

Summary of Literature

Study

Methodology

Participants

Intervention
Characteristics

Results

Parker & Boutelle
(2009)

Parker et al. (2011)

Kennedy & Krause
(20112)

Field et al. (2013)

Parker et al. (2013)

Richman et al.
(2014)

Anastopoulos &
King (2015)

Bellman et al.
(2015)

Qualitative
phenomenological

Mixed methods

Case study
comparison

Randomized
controlled trial

Qualitative

Mixed methods
(with non-
equivalent
comparison group)

Quasi-experimental

Exploratory survey

7 students
(ADHD, LD)

7 students
(ADHD)

2 (TBI)

127 (ADHD)
(88 intervention
/ 39 comparison)

19 (ADHD)

24 (ADHD/LD)
(16
intervention/8
comparison)

40 (ADHD)

41 (variety of
diagnoses),
includes survey
results from 16

Formally trained
coaches,

EF coaching available
for free to all students
up to 1hr/week

Formally trained
coaches, 10-weekly 30
min. phone sessions

2 semesters, about 1
hour per week

Formally trained
coaches, 6 months/30
min. telephone sessions

Formally trained
coaches, weekly
30-min.,between
session check-in

Formally trained
coaches, 12-24 sessions
over two semesters

Group CBT and
mentoring with mentors
who have background
in psychology, 8

weeks followed by
maintenance phase in
subsequent semester

Formally trained coach,
services offered for
academic year

Improved self-
awareness, EF skills
and ability to attain
goals, well-being and
decreased anxiety

Improvements in goal
attainment, positive
sense of well-being
and decreased stress,
increased self-
regulation and self-
control, and improved
confidence

Improvements on
graded assignments,
student reports of
increased use of
strategies (e.g.,
time management,
organization) and
positive academic
decisions

Improved EF skills,
self-regulation, self-
talk, time management

Improved self-
regulation, time
management, well-
being

Improved self-
awareness, self-
management, and
well-being

Improved ADHD
knowledge and
symptoms, behavioral
strategies, adaptive
thinking, and EF skills,
increased use of campus
resources

Increased self-
confidence, motivation,
improved study

skills, improved

time management,
stress management,
organization
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Participants

Intervention
Characteristics

Results

Study Methodology
Prevatt & Yelland  Prospective
(2015) descriptive
Weiss & Rohland  Longitudinal

(2015)

Rando et al. (2016) Exploratory

DuPaul et al. Longitudinal
(2017)
Anastopoulos et al.  Longitudinal

(2020)

Marino et al. (2020) A Mixed-methods,
matched-pairs
experimental
design

148 (ADHD/
LD)

23 (ASD)

11 (ASD)

1782 (ADHD /
LD)

88 (ADHD)

120
undergraduate
STEM majors
with executive
function deficits
(60
intervention/60
control)

Combined cognitive-
behavioral therapy
and psychoeducational
techniques, 8
sessions/1x per week.
Coaches trained and
participated as part

of practicum and
supervised by doctoral
level psychologist and
master’s level school
psychologist

Specific communication
coaching program
including disability
counseling,
communication
coaching, peer
coaching, social groups,
and campus resources.
Length of participation
was for two semesters

Transition coach

(peer) model student
employees served as
coaches, allowed up to
10 hour/week, ended
up being approximately
one hour/day 5 days/
week, bi-weekly
support group available
post-skill development

Formally-trained
coaches

Mentoring in
combination with

CBT group sessions,
maintenance phase-1-2
booster CBT sessions,
4-6 mentoring sessions.
Mentoring provided
by trained graduate
students in doctoral-
level psychology,
post-doc in clinical
psychology, doctoral-
level psychologists

Semester long
coaching, average
8-weeks, graduate
students majoring
in special education
served as coaches

Improved learning
strategies, self-esteem,
decrease emotional
distress and increased
satisfaction with school
and work.

Results specific

to communication
coaching:

improvement in EF
planning/function,
improvement in social
communication, ability
to budget time, keep
schedules, and complete
assignments

Improved GPA,
retention, decrease in
behavioral incidences,
high levels of program
satisfaction

Total hours of
coaching had positive
relationship with GPA

Improved EF,

ADHD symptoms,
behavioral regulation,
metacognition, use
of disability support
services, decreased
symptoms of anxiety
and depression, and
increase in number of
credit hours taken by
participants

Higher GPA, increased
STEM persistence

Use of graduate student
in special education

to serve as coaches
reduced costs of
program
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Study Methodology Participants Intervention Results
Characteristics
Kie (2020) Mixed methods 7 (with and 6 weeks of coaching Improved EF and
without through mobile learning strategies/skills
disabilities all application (WhatsApp)

presented with

and between session

challenges in EF  check-ins
skills)
Anastopoulos et al. Randomized 250 (ADHD) Group CBT and Improved ADHD
(2021) controlled trial mentoring, provided symptoms, EF skills,
by graduate student use of disability
research assistants accommodations
Harrington et al. Qualitative 18 (variety Occupational therapy-  Improved study habits,
(2021) phenomenological  of diagnoses, led coaching sessions  time management,
ADHD most (10-12) provided by communication,
common) occupational therapy processing, grades,

students as part of
level 1I fieldwork
under supervision of
registered occupational
therapist

improved healthy living
habits.

Note. EF=executive function; STEM=science, technology, engineering, mathematics; ADHD=attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder; LD=learning disabilities; ASD=autism spectrum disorder; CBT=cognitive

behavioral therapy; GPA=grade point average.

Results indicated significantly higher scores in
GPA for the treatment group compared to the con-
trol group, increased persistence in STEM major,
and participants identified the flexibility based on the
principals of UDL was beneficial to the coaching pro-
cess. In addition, the particular design of using grad-
uate students as coaches significantly reduced overall
costs of the program compared to others.

Xie (2020) also investigated undergraduate STEM
majors using mixed methodology with seven stu-
dents, 43% with disabilities and 57% without disabil-
ities, using mobile EF coaching with WhatsApp. The
researcher served as the coach in this study providing
six weeks of coaching using the Self-Determination
Learning Model of Instruction to set goals and a dig-
ital calendar for time-management and organization.
Results indicated improvements in EF including time
management, organization, goal setting, and learning
strategies/study skills. In addition, participants iden-
tified the value of an individualized approach used
through a mobile application as beneficial and noted
decreased stress and increased self-awareness.

Bellman and colleagues (2015) explored the
impact of coaching on the success of 41 postsec-
ondary SWD pursuing STEM degrees through the
AccessSTEM initiative. Services were provided
in-person by a certified coach with over 10 years of

experience and participants also received between
session communication through email or phone calls.
Results from post-intervention surveys suggested im-
proved EF skills (e.g., time-management, organiza-
tion, planning), motivation, and confidence.

Parker and Boutelle (2009) investigated coaching
for students with ADHD and LD through phenome-
nological methodology. The research was conducted
at Landmark College, a postsecondary institute spe-
cifically designed to serve students with ADHD and
learning disorders. Coaching is offered to all students
as a part of the tuition and fees package. All coaches
are employed by the university and formally trained
through the International Coaching Federation. The
seven students in this study received 10-weekly ses-
sions of EF coaching and then participated in interviews
about their experiences. Themes discovered included
increased participant self-determination and ability to
attain goals, improved well-being and decreased anxi-
ety, and improved self-regulation and EF skills.

Additional research was completed with the pop-
ulation at Landmark College in a longitudinal study
over five years (DuPaul et al., 2017). Researchers not
only analyzed coaching available to students, but also
several services available to students in this special-
ized university setting, including tutoring, coaching,
and academic advising. Findings showed more hours
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of services were associated with better outcomes. Re-
garding coaching, students with ADHD benefitted
more than students with LD, however both popula-
tions outcomes showed increased hours of coaching
had a positive relationship with increase in GPA.

Parker et al. (2011) explored the impact of coach-
ing utilizing amixed methods study designs with seven
students who had a diagnosis of ADHD. Coaches in
this study were formally trained through the Edge
Foundation which is specifically designed to provide
EF coaching (Edge Foundation, 2022). Participants
received 10-weekly 30-minute phone sessions as well
as between sessions communication with coaches
through text, email, or phone calls. Post-intervention
data revealed increased GPA, improved self-regula-
tion and decreased stress, improved ability to attain
goals and self-confidence. An additional qualitative
study analyzing the outcomes of coaching for par-
ticipants with ADHD also revealed positive results
(Parker et al., 2013). Coaches were trained and su-
pervised in the strengths-based ADHD coaching ap-
proach (Sleeper-Triplett, 2010) and provided weekly
30-minute phone call sessions. Outcomes included
improved self-regulation, time management, per-
sistence, and confidence.

Field et al. (2013) also analyzed a coaching pro-
gram with formally trained coaches through the Edge
Foundation. The researchers conducted a random-
ized controlled study with 127 students who had a
diagnosis of ADHD. Participants received 30-minute
weekly sessions for 24 weeks via phone calls in addi-
tion to between session check-ins by email or phone.
The intervention group demonstrated improved
scores on the Learning and Study Strategies Invento-
ry (LASSI), a self-report assessment of learning and
study strategies related to skill, will, and self-regula-
tion. Total scores increased pre-post with statistical
significance (p <.01) and large effect size (d = 1.02).
Improvements were also noted in cluster scores: Skill
(t=7.63, df =78, p <.01; d=.88), Will (t = 6.11, df
=78, p <.01; d =.65), and Self-Regulation (t = 9.13,
df = 78, p < .01; d =1.10). In addition, participants
noted improved self-regulation, time management,
and self-talk.

Richman et al. (2014) used a mixed methods study
design to understand the impact of coaching on EF and
self-determination skills that support academic and
life success. Coaches were formally trained, and the
24 participants had diagnoses of ADHD and/or LD.
Participants received 6-12 sessions for 30-minutes
in-person or on the phone. Quantitative outcomes were
not significant, however most participants in the in-
tervention group demonstrated improvements in post-
test measures of self-determination, EF, and learning

strategies. Qualitative findings from six participants
noted increased self-awareness, ability to manage life,
improved self-advocacy skills, and well-being.

Two research studies focused specifically on
undergraduates with a diagnosis of ASD who were
provided increased supports compared to coaching
programs discussed thus far. Rando et al. (2016) used
a peer transition coach model known as Raiders on
the Autism Spectrum Excelling (RASE) with 11 par-
ticipants who received approximately five-hours per
week of coaching. Coaches were hired as student em-
ployees and completed a training process supervised
by the assistant director of disability services. The
program included the UDL framework and coach-
es were trained to use various modalities to address
learner variability. After completion of one semester
of coaching, students participated in less structured
meetings and were able to attend a bi-weekly sup-
port group for students with ASD. Further support,
if warranted, included a meeting to determine addi-
tional steps necessary for success with the office of
disability services, students, and family member(s).
Study outcomes indicated increased GPA, retention
rates, decreased behavioral incidences, and overall
high levels of participant satisfaction.

Weiss & Rohland (2015) analyzed outcomes of
the Communication Coaching Program (CCP) for 23
postsecondary students diagnosed with ASD. This
holistic program included disability counseling, com-
munication coaching, peer coaching, social groups,
and campus resources. Graduate students from the
Department of Communication Disorders served as
communication coaches, and peer coaches were su-
pervised undergraduate students. Both received reg-
ular supervision from clinical supervisors to ensure
treatment fidelity. The average amount of partici-
pation in CCP was for two semesters including one
to two hours of communication coaching per week
and meetings away from the clinic setting with peer
coaches to increase generalization of skills learned.
Investigation results specific to communication
coaching included improved EF skills (e.g., maintain-
ing calendars time management), goal planning, and
social-communication skills.

An additional form of coaching investigated was
occupational therapy (OT)-led coaching through the
Greater Opportunity for Academic Learning and Liv-
ing Successes (GOALS2) program offered to SWD
in a university setting (Harrington et al., 2021). Oc-
cupational therapy students completing Level 11 field-
work supervised by a registered OT served as coaches
and met with participants approximately 10-12 times
for the duration of the program. Coaching consisted
of a strengths-based approach including individual-
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ized academic, health and wellness, and interpersonal
relationship goal areas. Phenomenological analysis
revealed improved healthy living habits, time man-
agement, organization, study skills, and grades.
Participants also reported the benefits of safe, open
communication with coaches that allowed for en-
gagement and accountability increased self-percep-
tions of overall academic and social success.

Kennedy & Krause (2011) explored a dynamic
coaching model with two college students who were
10 and 14 months post-TBI. Coaching was provided
by certified speech-language pathologists with expe-
rience in cognitive rehabilitation. Students received
two semesters of individualized coaching for approx-
imately one hour per week focused on metacognitive
awareness through the use of principles and practices
of self-regulated learning. The Functional Assess-
ment of Verbal reasoning and Executive Strategies
(FAVRES) assesses EF accuracy and rationale during
challenging, functional activities. Post-intervention
Student One demonstrated improvements in speed
but no significant changes were noted in accuracy or
rationale; Student Two demonstrated improvements
in speed but declined in accuracy. Improvements
were noted in the areas of grades, self-awareness, and
use of self-regulation strategies.

Four studies examined coaching using a cognitive
behavioral therapy (CBT) and psychoeducational ap-
proach (Anastopoulos & King, 2015; Anastopoulos
et al., 2020; Anastopoulos et al., 2021; Prevatt & Yel-
land, 2015). The specific program ACCESS (Access-
ing Campus Connections and Empowering Student
Success) developed by Anastopoulos & King (2015)
used mentoring in addition to CBT. The terms coach-
ing and mentoring are often used synonymously al-
though the terms differ as mentoring refers to sharing
specific knowledge and coaching refers to guidance
based on the coachee’s specific goals (van Nieuwer-
burgh & Barr, 2017). The research studies authored
by Anastopolous et al. met inclusionary criteria be-
cause the studies included specific EF outcomes and
based on the description of mentoring within the AC-
CESS program: “ Mentors help students develop real-
istic goals, monitor their follow-through on achieving
those goals, and provide students with ongoing sup-
port and personal coaching” (p.145). An open clini-
cal trial revealed significant improvements (p < .001)
in the EF skills of metacognition (d = 0.86), behav-
ioral regulation (d = 0.74), and global EF (d = 0.88)
(Anastopoulos & King, 2015). In a similar study me-
dium effect sizes were found in metacognition (d =
0.64, 0.53) and behavioral regulation (d =0.66, 0.58)
in both active treatment and maintenances phases
(Anastopoulos et al., 2020). Additionally, results

from a randomized controlled trial demonstrated sig-
nificant improvements in EF skills of behavioral reg-
ulation and metacognition in the immediate treatment
ACCESS group compared to the delayed treatment
control group (Anastopoulos et al., 2021).

In a prospective descriptive study evaluating out-
comes of students with a diagnosis of ADHD over a
five-year period, coaches were doctoral-level practi-
cum students supervised by a doctoral-level licensed
psychologist and master’s level school psychologist
(Prevatt & Yelland, 2015). Participants received indi-
vidual coaching sessions one time per week for eight
weeks total and received between session assignments
to assist with progress towards goal areas. Results
indicated improvements in self-esteem as measured
by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Inventory (RSE) (p <
.01) with medium effect size (d = 0.43) and signif-
icant improvements on all 10 subscales (skill, will,
and self-regulation) of the LASSI (p < .01) with ef-
fect sizes ranging from (d = .40 to .89).

Discussion

The purpose of this review was to examine how
coaching interventions support EF skills and contrib-
ute to academic success of postsecondary students
with disabilities. The analysis of research completed
between 2009-2021 revealed different variations in
the frequency, nature, and mode of coaching programs
employed at postsecondary institutions. First, coach-
ing services were provided by either certified coaches
or informally trained coaches with the benefit of cost
reduction noted as justification for informally trained
coaches. Second, the models used to guide coaching
practices varied and included Universal Design for
Learning (Marino et al., 2020; Rando et al., 2016),
Self-Determination Learning Model of Instruction
(Xie, 2020), EF coaching tailored specifically for
persons diagnosed with ADHD (Field et al., 2013;
Parker et al., 2011), strengths-based approach within
OT model of delivery (Harrington, 2021), dynamic
coaching model through speech-language pathologist
lens (Weiss & Rohland, 2015), and CBT psychoed-
ucational approach (Anastopoulos & King, 2015;
Anastopoulos et al., 2020; Anastopoulos et al., 2021,
Prevatt & Yelland, 2015). Third, service delivery in-
cluding the amount of time and method (in-person or
virtual) varied between programs; programs ranged
from eight weeks to two full semesters and sessions
were between 30- and 60-minutes each with some in-
cluding between session check-ins/assignments.

Despite the variations in program frequency, na-
ture, and mode, the majority of coaching interventions
had a positive impact on student success. Positive
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outcomes include improved GPA, time management,
organization, learning and study skills, self-esteem,
behavioral regulation, metacognition, and sense of
well-being.

Limitations and Future Research

This review has several limitations. First, gener-
alizability of the findings may be limited due to small
sample sizes and lack of population heterogeneity
within most studies. In addition, search terms, and
inclusion and exclusion criteria may have limited dis-
covery of all relevant articles. For example, different
search terms may have revealed additional research
studies, or criteria requiring outcomes associated
with EF skills may have eliminated articles in which
EF skills were not clearly defined. Third, due to the
variations in research methodologies, variations in
types of disabilities studied, and small number of
studies discovered the quality of research proves to
be difficult to evaluate.

Madaus et al. (2020) noted the difficulty associ-
ated with special education research in postsecondary
education due to many factors including individual
differences in students being studied, variations in
types of institutions (e.g., public vs. private, two-
year vs. four-year) and supports available. In addi-
tion, there is a lack of quality indicators and standards
available for researchers who conduct studies about
SWD and postsecondary education. The authors
suggest research guidelines including well-defined
descriptions of study samples, locations, and method-
ologies. Of the articles included in this review, 35%
did not report socio-demographics and 11% did not
specify disability type, which increased difficulty in
generalizing findings and replicating studies. Future
research would benefit from following the guidelines
outlined for increased consistency, methodological
rigor, and overall quality of research regarding SWD
in postsecondary education.

Conclusion

Enrollment rates of SWD in postsecondary educa-
tion continue to rise, yet retention and degree completion
rates are lower compared to peers without disabilities
(Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014; Marino et al., 2020; Ma-
daus et al., 2021). This systematic literature review
provides an update on extant coaching interventions
on EF skills imperative for academic and life success.
Although the studies differed in nature, frequency, and
mode of programs the overall outcomes were positive
including improved GPA, time management, organiza-
tion, learning and study skills, self-esteem, behavioral
regulation, metacognition, and sense of well-being.

Coaching is a collaborative, client-centered pro-
cess (Parker et al., 2018; Richman et al., 2014) tai-
lored to meet individualized student needs. As such,
coaching interventions have the ability to holistical-
ly address EF skills in every area of life. The results
of current research demonstrate coaching can be an
effective and low-cost intervention for helping SWD
succeed. Considering the favorable research results,
one could contend coaching supports should be made
available at no-cost to those who seek services.
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