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Helping Students 
Succeed

3-year NSF Grant focused on improving job 
placement rates for STEM students with 
Disabilities
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Employment gap

STEM majors with disabilities are less 
likely to gain employment than their 
counterparts without disabilities

2013 NSF data shows 6.5% of employed 
Scientists & Engineers have a disability
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Why Soft Skills?

Growing awareness and evidence for soft 
skills as key to success in the workplace
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What are soft skills?

What are examples of soft skills that are 
valuable in the STEM workplace?
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Our program
Students recruited from spring to fall

Beginning in fall, students participate for 
1 year in the program

Participants who complete the program get 
an iPad to keep

Participants use iPad during the year

Three stages in the program:

Curricular intervention

mentoring

work-based learning
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Four f2f meetings

Meeting 1: Introduction

Meeting 2: Discuss Work & Personality

Meeting 3: Discuss Social Media

Meeting 4: Meet with industry mentors
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Facebook Group
iPads for every student

Dropbox, LinkedIn, Facebook

Add to Private Facebook Group (Need to 
protect identities of student participants)

Much communication via facebook

Easier across two campuses

Students comfortable with FB
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Curricular intervention

Module 1: Personal Awareness (Online)

Module 2: Work & Personality (Hybrid)

Module 3: Critical Thinking (Online)

Module 4: Use of Social Media (Hybrid)

Module 5: Job Seeking Skills (Online)
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Personal awareness
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Personal awareness

Self Confidence

Self Esteem

Self Efficacy

Perception affecting outcomes
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Answer the 10 questions below. When you’re done with the 
questions, add up your points to find your score. 

1 = Not at all true 2 = Hardly true 3 = Moderately true 4 = 
Exactly true

1. I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try 
hard enough.

2. If someone opposes me, I can find the means and ways to get 
what I want.

3. It is easy for me to stick to my aims and accomplish my 
goals.

4. I am confident that I could deal efficiently with 
unexpected events.

5. Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to handle 
unforeseen situations.
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1 = Not at all true 2 = Hardly true 3 = Moderately true 4 = 
Exactly true

6. I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort.

7. I can remain calm when facing difficulties because I can 
rely on my coping abilities.

8. When I am confronted with a problem, I can usually find 
several solutions.

9. If I am in trouble, I can usually think of a solution.

10. I can usually handle whatever comes my way.
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Work & Personality
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Work & Personality

The “Lunch break” test

Myers-Briggs and connecting to work

Wordle activity on 10-15 self descriptors

Emotional Intelligence
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Critical thinking
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Critical thinking

Problem solving steps

Creative problem solving/Thinking outside 
the box

Prioritizing tasks

Task order/multiple solutions
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You return from a one-week vacation and of course 
your email is full of tasks. Below are several 
requests; how do you figure out which to do first? 
Come up with an order in which you would do these 
tasks.

Technical specifications required for a request-
for-bids that is going out in two days.

Manager is requesting a time to meet about an 
upcoming meeting with clients.

Project update for a long-term project you’ve been 
working on. The project update was due while you 
were out.

HR is reminding you that your benefits enrollment 
choices are due in three weeks.

A customer requests a phone meeting to discuss 
some problems with a product that went out 
recently.
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Now think about how you decided what to do 
first. Did you consider any of the following?

Could you ask for a delay/extension?

Is the customer or the manager more 
important?

Due dates/deadlines: what is due soonest?

Plan ahead next time so you get stuff done 
that you know is coming up during or right 
after vacation?

How quickly can tasks get done?

Being aware of how you make decisions can 
make you a better and more efficient problem 
solver.
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Social Networking
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Social Networking

Social Media’s prevalence

Good uses of social media (you can still be 
on Facebook!)

Professional profile picture

Get LinkedIn

Scrubbing your online presence
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Job search skills
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Job search skills

Resume cleanup

Mock interviewing

Networking (in person & online)

professional appearance
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Mentorship

Students assigned industry mentor for 
several months conversation, mostly online

One in-person meeting with all students and 
mentors
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What about the 
Disability Piece?

Each module we discuss connections to 
disability

As students get more comfortable, they 
help each other out by sharing stories

Having different disabilities in one cohort 
exposes students to different issues

26

26



Student with ASD had “My Little Pony” 
profile picture on LinkedIn

Student with speech impediment slow in 
asking questions; students with ADD/ADHD 
learn to focus

Everyone works with student using 
wheelchair to make sure he has room at the 
table
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Year One results
Majority of graduates have jobs, most in 
field

Students very happy with participation in 
project

Wanted more face to face time

Wanted more mentor contact but 
recognized it was their job to initiate

Willing to put more time in to get more 
out of the project
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Student “Dan”
Construction major, veteran, non-
traditional age, Physical Disability

Started out very negative about employment 

unaware of some social cues

Spent time 1-1 with project staff 
throughout the year

By end of year, Aware of effects of his 
language & attitude, lost 30+ pounds, got 
good internship and has good job in 
industry
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Student “Ethan”
Game Design and Development major, Autism 

Started year typical ASD behaviors (eye 
contact, inappropriate conversation) but 
reasonable at mimicking other more socially 
acceptable behavior

Trouble with social media

By end of year, huge leaps in awareness of 
his issues and expectations of him

Conversation with his art teacher
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Year Two
Recruitment troubles (not just our project)

Staffing changes

refining curricular modules

working to get more F2F time

shorter intervention?

Mentorship worked well--not changing

Work-Based Learning

Post-intervention assessment for students
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Website development

What would you want to see on our website?
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Thoughts on Timing?

Comments on catching students earlier
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Last Thoughts

Project feels amazingly successful

Contacted by people across US

Probably should start earlier

Definite need in society; now we should 
produce good results in employment
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Thank you!
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