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A brief introduction 

Megan Coatley earned a master’s degree in behavior analysis from Western Michigan University (WMU) and 

obtained her BCBA in 2005. Her clinical work in the field of autism and developmental 

disabilities and her personal passion for health and wellness prompted her to found SPARK 

Behavior Solutions, LLC, a company that utilizes behavioral solutions to spark healthy lifestyle 

change. 

When did you choose to pursue behavior analysis as a career path?   

I’ve always been interested in psychology – in why we do what we do. As an undergraduate 

in Dr. Jack Michael’s course at WMU, I was introduced to behavior analysis and a rock solid 

way to affect real behavior change. The hands-on training I received at WMU helped me hone my skills as a 

behavior analyst and fueled my passion for teaching others to succeed. 

After graduation, I spent several years working with families, teaching valuable life skills to children with 

disabilities. I also used behavioral strategies to train staff and help design efficient organizational systems where I 

worked. It was rewarding work. But, somewhere deep down, I felt that there was a way I could do more. 

In 2009, my husband and I spent our two-week vacation volunteering on a Native American reservation. We came 

home resolved that we should both be invested in careers that better fit our true passions. We sold everything we 

owned, quit our jobs and spent over a year traveling and volunteering before coming to know that nutrition, 

fitness and inspirational travel are the major driving forces in both our lives. My background in ABA, my 

interactions with inspiring small business owners all over the globe, and my commitment to sharing the benefits of 

health and wellness with others all combined to light the fuse… and SPARK Behavior Solutions was born. 

SPARK Behavior Solutions uses the principles of behavior to help others ignite positive, lasting change 
toward healthy lifestyles. Who do you think could most benefit from your services? 

Behavioral coaching is effective for all populations, but my real focus is on families and children. My 10-year-old 

niece is setting up behavior patterns now that she’ll carry for the rest of her life.  She needs to be empowered with 

the information and tools to make healthy choices. Whether I’m sitting around a dining room table or standing in 

front of an auditorium of college freshmen, my goal is to explain the basics of behavior science in a way that 

engages young people to choose a path of nutrition and fitness that will support their future dreams and goals. 

What is the SPARK Strategy?   

SPARK is an acronym for Survey, Planning, Action, Results and Knowledge. Survey is the initial assessment process, 

where we discuss past behavior patterns. Planning is the phase where we set specific goals for change and devise 

an Action Plan to support that change using the tools of behavior science. Action is where the rubber hits the road 

– the client is practicing the new behavior and collecting data to monitor change over time. Throughout coaching, 

we are always focused on Results and clients review their progress with me during weekly sessions in-person or 

online. Knowledge is the key to continued change. Clients learn about behavior analysis and they can use the tools 

and strategies to continue affecting change in other areas of their lives, long after coaching has come to an end. 

http://www.behavior.org/repertoire.php
http://www.sparkbehavior.com/
http://www.sparkbehavior.com/
http://www.sparkbehavior.com/
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Research in behavior science tells us that tracking data on behavior helps clients to change and 
succeed.  How do you overcome a client’s negative reaction to charting and graphing, should you 
encounter it?   

Tracking your own behavior can be daunting at first, especially if you’re taking notice of something you don’t 

necessarily want to think about (your exercise or eating habits, for example). When I teach clients to self-monitor, I 

always start small. I ask them to collect data on only 1 or 2 specific behaviors, let them choose something easy to 

count (number of fruits per day instead of tedious calorie counting), and give LOTS of positive reinforcement for 

tracking their data correctly. I also make sure clients understand how to read their own results so that they can 

easily notice positive progress on their graphs.  

There are all kinds of ways to make data collection fun AND functional. Gadget lovers might enjoy using a 

pedometer, a heart rate monitor or a laptop to chart their progress. With today’s technology, you can even track 

data on your iPhone and send it to me via text! 

Yoga, surfing and behavior science don’t quite seem to go hand-in-hand, yet you’re running a unique 
retreat that brings behavior analysis to Bodhi Surf School in Costa Rica.  How do you incorporate the 
principles of behavior science into The Empowered Self Yoga & Surf Retreat?   

While traveling on our ‘self-imposed sabbatical’ my husband and I volunteered with an amazing, sustainable and 

community-conscious surf school in Costa Rica. We were inspired by their commitment to teaching their 

customers to tread lightly and take in the natural and cultural beauty of the area. Bodhi Surf School was already 

sparking change for so many travelers and I wanted to be a part of that! So, I worked with owners Travis Bays and 

Gibran Garcia to develop a week-long, all-inclusive retreat that incorporates expert surf lessons, challenging yoga 

sessions and intensive behavioral coaching. My role as the coach is to teach participants the basics of behavior 

science and help them ignite change toward a healthier life. The instructors at Bodhi Surf School provide surfing, 

yoga and other adventures so that retreat-goers get to experience the real Costa Rican rainforest, the majestic 

Pacific coast and the vibrant local culture. After the retreat, participants can opt for follow-up coaching sessions to 

continue working on their goals at home. (Check the website for current dates of The Empowered Self Retreat.) 

Do you incorporate applied behavior analysis into your own health regime?  Any quick tips to share to 
use in our daily life? 

I definitely practice what I preach - I collect data on my own nutrition, fitness routine, writing goals, etc. I have a 

great husband as my ‘incentive manager’ and he helps keep me on track by providing feedback and weekly 

incentives when I meet my goals (like trips to the farmer’s market and back massages). 

For anyone out there struggling to make a big life change, my tips would be these: 

1. Start small: Choose one specific behavior (e.g., walking the dog for 10 minutes) and set a goal to do it 3 

times next week. 

2. Track your progress: Whether it’s a  on the calendar or an elaborate graph on your computer, the 

information you collect will help you to see and appreciate your own progress. 

3. Share your struggles and your success: Let your friends, family and even Facebook in on your goal and 

your progress. You’ll be accountable to stay on track AND get positive reinforcement for a job well done. 

4. Don’t give up: There will be setbacks and lapses. Keep your big picture goal in mind and strive for those 

small wins until you get where you want to be!  

 

For more on ABA and health, go to  ABA Health, Sports & Fitness References. 

http://www.bodhisurfschool.com/
http://www.bodhisurfschool.com/retreats/empowered-self
http://www.bodhisurfschool.com/
http://www.bodhisurfschool.com/retreats/empowered-self
http://www.behavior.org/resource.php?id=585

