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Why child-led goal setting?

Goal setting recognised as best practice in 
allied health care 

Child involvement can support engagement 
and therapeutic outcomes 

Caregivers and therapists are drivers of goal 
setting in paediatric contexts

Child-led practices underutilised and poorly 
understood 



Thesis Aim

Examine and advance child-led goal setting 
practices for children who have a disabilities or 

developmental delays



Research Studies



Research Studies
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Study 1: Scoping Review 



Aim: Examine published literature to identify 
child-led goal setting and evaluation tools and 
approaches for children with a disability or delay 

Method: 
Scoping review (JBI)
Data extraction using CanChild Outcome 
Measure rating form
Abductive content analysis

Study 1: Methods



Child-led goal setting and evaluation framework

Study 1: Results



•Canadian Occupation 
Performance Measure (COPM)
•Goal Attainment Scale (GAS)
•Kid-Em
•Perceived Efficacy and Goal 
Setting System (PEGS)

•ENGAGE approach to child-led goal 
setting
•ICF-inspired goal setting in 
developmental rehabilitation
•Personalised goals for positive 
behaviour support

Child-led approachesChild-led tools

Study 1: Results



Who was it used with: 
           
  Full: children aged 8 +
  Modified: aged 4 +

Which goal phases does it support:

Canadian occupation performance measure (COPM) 

Study 1: Results



Who was it used with: 
           
     Adolescents aged 11 +

Which goal phases does it support:

Goal attainment scale (GAS) 

Study 1: Results



Who is used with: 
           
      Children aged 5-12 years 

Which goal phases does it support:

Perceived efficacy and goal setting system (PEGS)

Study 1: Results



Study 1: Results



Study 1: Results



Study 1: Results



Child-led goal setting can be considered multi-phase process

DECIDE framework can guide clinicians

Children as young as four included

Limited research in multidisciplinary contexts 

Unclear what factors indicate child readiness 

No single child-led tool supports all goal phases 

Study 1: Key Findings 
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Study 2: Delphi study



Study 2: Methods

Aim: To seek consensus on child-led goal setting and evaluation practices recommended for use with school-
aged children (aged 5≤17) who have a disability or developmental delay.



Study 2: Methods

Child readiness

People involved

Process steps

Child- led frameworks

Support strategies

Child-led tools

Child-led goal setting factors 

Round 1: 
60

Round 2: 
43 (72%)

Round 3: 
42 (70%)



Study 2: Results

Process steps 

Agreement: 
38

Discarded: 
0

No 
consensus: 

1

Support 
strategies- all 

children  

Agreement 
29

Discarded: 
0

No 
consensus: 

1

Support 
strategies- 

Additional needs

Agreement 
22

Discarded: 
0

No 
consensus: 

3



Study 2: Results

Frameworks 

Agreement: 
10

Discarded: 
0

No 
consensus: 

23

Child 
readiness

Agreement 
14

Discarded: 
0

No 
consensus: 

22

People and 
roles

Agreement 
20

Discarded: 
3

No 
consensus: 

32

Tools

Agreement 
23

Discarded: 
0

No 
consensus: 

81



Schedule sufficient time

Built rapport

Explain purpose, process and roles in goal setting 

Tailor communication to the child’s abilities and preferences

Get to know the child! Preferences, hobbies and interests 

Study 2: Results

Process steps for child-led goal setting



Identify what is important to the child in everyday life 

Identify what they want to do better, more of, differently

Help the child to prioritise goals in order of importance 

Respectfully negotiate between child and caregiver if goals are different 

Study 2: Results

Process steps for child-led goal setting



Determine what success looks like to the child

Guide the child to break down goal and determine next step

Use clinical information to refine goal 

Collaboratively construct a statement that represents the child’s desired 
outcome

Study 2: Results

Process steps for child-led goal setting



Discuss current performance 

Use a goal-based outcome measure to help 
the child to self-evaluate goal at baseline 

Study 2: Results

Process steps for child-led goal setting



Link goal to the intervention

Identify who will support goal attainment

Specify timeframe goal will be reviewed 

Process steps for child-led goal setting

Study 2: Results



Review goals at regular time points with 
child and family

Help child to self-evaluate goal, including 
repeating goal-based outcome measure 

Study 2: Results

Process steps for child-led goal setting



Place the child’s 
perspective 

centrally

Goal setting should 
be personalised 

and accessible for 
children

Families should be 
supported during 

child-led goal 
setting

Goals are dynamic- 
be responsive to 
child and family 

needs

Study 2: Results

Support strategies for child-led goal setting



Interest in an activity or occupation 

Verbal or non-verbal 
communication

Understanding 
of process 

Concepts of 
like/dislike, 
easy/hard

Rapport with 
therapist

Study 2: Results

Child readiness for goal setting



Process steps build on DECIDE framework goal phases

Strategies suggested to support both child and caregiver 
perspectives in goal setting

Child readiness related to cognition, communication, 
motivation and therapeutic relationship 

Unclear if and how chid-led goal setting is implemented in 
current practice 

Study 2: Key Findings 
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Study 3: Retrospective analysis



Study 3: Methods

Aim: To examine the goal setting practices reported for use with children and families in routine clinical 
practice 

Objectives
i) Identify child and family goals reported in a community allied health service
ii) Map goals to ICF domains 
iii) Evaluate goal characteristics against child and family-centred practice principles. 



Study 3: Results

185 child 
files

355 goals

432 
meaning 

units



Collaborative 

• There is evidence 
of collaboration 
with relevant 
stakeholders

Total:   /2 

Family-centred

• Worded in 
child/family 
friendly language  
/1

• Embedded in the 
functional context 
for the child and 
family /1

Total   / 2

Child-focused 

• Written in child-
first or person-first 
language / 1

• The child has had 
input into the 
goals / 1

Total :   / 2

Accountable

• Goal outcomes 
were measured

• Pre- intervention     
/1

• Post intervention    
/ 1

Total :   / 2

Study 3: Results



Study 3: Results



Study 3: Results

support with 
buttons at 

home

increase 
proprioceptive 

input



Study 3: Results

‘(the child) to 
get better at 
pronouncing 

his words

behaviour



How should we construct goals?

S.M.A.R.T 

• SMART goals not in line with best current evidence
• Risk of detrimental effect on individuals
• Results in a narrow focus

Study 3: Practical applications



S.M.A.R.T 

• Use meaningful and child and 
family-friendly language

• Include the child and family’s 
functional context 

• Consider the ICF- participation 
is the ultimate aim. 

Study 3: Practical applications



Service wide processes can facilitate consistent goal setting

Collaborative practices (with mothers) evident

COPM used to consistently evaluate goal-related outcomes 

Clinicians can collaboratively construct goals with 
children/families to better capture/document meaningful goals

Study 3: Key Findings 



Case study



Case study

Case study F-Words used to get to know Adam 



Visual card sort used to elicit goal topics and 
priorities 

Adam’s priority was to catch the bus 

Case study



Adam:

Mum’s goal: Adam will be able to take the bus to 
school independently. 

Case study

Visuals used to understand what was meaningful to 
Adam  and construct goal statement 



Goal Child 
Performance
T1

Child 
Satisfaction
T1

Parent 
performance
T1

Parent 
Satisfaction
T1

Catch the bus to 
school 

1 2 1 1

Catch the bus to 
Southbank

2 1 4 4

Case study

Modified COPM rating scale used to indicate baseline 
performance



Team and family discussed action plan: 

Adam needed: 
 Communication skills to greet the bus driver and ask for help 

(SP) 

 Physical endurance to walk 600m between bus stops and ability 
to navigate steps (PT)

 Community access skills to navigate bus timetables (OT)

Case study



Goal Child 
Performance
T2

Child 
Satisfaction
T2

Parent 
performance
T2

Parent 
Satisfaction
T2

Catch the bus 
to school 

10 9 10 10

Catch the bus 
to Southbank

7 7 8 8

Case study

Modified COPM rating scale used to evaluate goal 
progress following intervention



Overall learnings

Goal setting is a multi-
phase process

Children are capable of 
contributing with 

appropriate scaffolding 
and support

Goal setting should use 
strengths-based, child 

friendly and meaningful 
language

Goal setting should take 
a child centred and 

family centred approach 
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