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ABSTRACT

Teacher trainers are currently faced with the
task of designing consultation programs for
special education teachers. To make these pro-
grams contemporary, effective, and relevant for
trainees, decisions about their design are best
based upon careful examination of a broad range
of factors. Three such factors are discussed: (a)
characteristics of consultation, including exist-
ing consultation models applicable to special
education situations; (b) practitioner needs for
consultation information; and (c) specific con-
sultation skills to include in the training se-
quence. Information related to each factor is

presented in terms of possible alternatives for
training program design, and trainers are urged
to base consultation program development on a
broad perspective of the consultation field.

Few would dispute the fact that consultation
has become an integral component of the job of
special education teachers, especially for those
who instruct mildly handicapped students. Al-
most from the beginning of widespread main-
streaming, professionals in the field have em-
phasized the necessity of classroom teacher-
special education teacher collaboration (e.g.,
Adelman, 1972; Bauer, 1975; Lilly, 1971; McKen-
zie et al., 1970). This sentiment continues to be
expressed (e.g., Lilly & Givens-Ogle, 1981; Miller
& Sabatino, 1978; Powell, 1982; Spodek, 1982)
and is echoed by special education practition-
ers (Evans, 1980; Friend, 1982; Haight & Molitor,
1983). School districts’ inclusion of consulta-
tion as a responsibility in teachers’ formal job
descriptions has helped to establish the legiti-
macy of the role (Friend & McNutt, 1985).

Because consultation has become so impor-
tant in special educators’ jobs, many teacher-
training institutions are developing programs to
prepare teachers to function as consultants. To
maximize these programs’ effectiveness, a

number of factors of program design should be
considered. This paper explicates three such
factors: (a) contemporary knowledge about the
characteristics of consultation, (b) practitioner
needs for information about consultation, and
(c) data on the efficacy of specific consultation
skills. The first factor is included because it rep-
resents the scope of the content a training pro-
gram may include, while the second is included
because of the importance of addressing practi-
tioner concerns during training. The third factor
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is the basis on which accountable programs are

developed; accordingly, its presentation seems
especially critical.
Because the intent of this discussion is to

suggest a number of alternatives related to
each factor and to increase trainers’ awareness
of the possible consequences of their adoption,
a broad perspective of consultation will be

espoused. This approach reflects a particular
view of the task we face: We have been given a
challenging opportunity to design innovative

programs that could have far-reaching impact
on special education practitioners and on the
nature of service delivery systems for mildly
handicapped learners. Because the task is so
important, we should proceed with caution, and
caution suggests that at this point we do not
have enough information about consultation as
it applies to special education teachers to jus-
tify eliminating any of the training alternatives.
If we fail to examine the entire range of options
available for consultation practice, we run the
risk of omitting potentially valuable approaches
from our programs and of unnecessarily limit-
ing the skills of teacher trainees.

CHARACTERISTICS OF CONSULTATION

The entire focus of a consultation training pro-
gram is influenced by the way in which consul-
tation is conceptualized. Two components con-
tribute to this conceptualization: the definition
of consultation and consultation models.

Definitions
The term consultation has acquired such a vari-
ety of definitions that teacher trainers develop-
ing programs should first determine the mean-
ing it will have for them. Generally, definitions
fall along a continuum from specific to general.
For example, some educators define consulta-
tion as a set of interactions between a profes-
sional with expertise in a specific area and a
consultee (i.e., teacher) through which a student
indirectly benefits (e.g., Fine & Tyler, 1971;
Reschly, 1976). Others consider it to be any type
of supportive relationship between school pro-
fessionals (e.g., Alpert, 1982; Conoley & Con-

oley, 1982).
In special education, most definitions men-

tion collaborative relationships; that is, the con-
sultant and classroom teacher are assumed to

bring equivalent levels of expertise to the inter-
actions. However, the definitions vary consider-

ably in terms of who is considered the primary
consultee. Idol-I~aestas (1983) specifies that
consultation is any support given to classroom
teachers to help them teach mildly handicapped
learners, while Cohen (1982) broadens that def-
inition to include administrators and other
school staff as potential consultees. Hawisher
and Calhoun (1978) and Ravin, Arntzen, and
Peery (1982) mention interactions with parents
in their definitions and also include students as

potential consultees.
Clearly, the definition given to consultation

will determine to a major extent the scope of the
training program. If teacher trainers select a
definition focusing on special education teach-
er-classroom teacher interactions, training can
be fairly specific because the types of consult-
ing situations addressed will be limited. If coun-
selors, administrators, and other school staff
are also given substantial attention in the defin-
ition, additional skills training will be neces-

sary. If parents are included, trainers add yet an-
other set of skills and also risk becoming in-
volved in issues of content ownership, since
there already are programs in parent training in
many institutions. The notion of training teach-
ers through a consultation program to better
manage interactions with students further com-

plicates the situation. While many teacher train-
ees would benefit from such training, this topic
might be considered by some professionals to
fall within the domain of counseling.

In general, it seems as though a set of advan-
tages and drawbacks should be weighed in de-
ciding the most appropriate definition of con-
sultation for any specific training program.
Selecting a narrow definition will allow trainers
to concentrate their efforts on producing teach-
ers who are expert in interacting with certain
groups of adults in the school setting. However,
that choice also entails the risk of leaving teach-
ers largely unprepared to deal with other groups.
If a more inclusive definition of consultation is

adopted, trainees will be familiar with a far
broader range of potential situations in which
consultative skills are required, but the depth of
their knowledge may be limited.

Consultation Models
Selecting models to guide consultation prac-
tice is an important step in the process of decid-
ing the scope of a planned training program. A
number of consultation models have already
been explicated in other disciplines (e.g., school
psychology, community psychology, counsel-
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ing, business), and these might be useful in de-
signing special education training.

Gallessich (1982) identifies the following as
general models: mental health, clinical, organi-
zation, behavioral, program, and education and
training. While it is beyond the scope of this
paper to detai I the many characteristics of each
of these, it can be said that they differ from one
another in terms of problem formulation, meth-
ods employed in consulting, consultant as-

sumptions about change, and consultant
values orientation (Gallessich, 1982). Because
of these differences, the models that teacher
trainers choose will have a significant impact
on the topics and skills included as training con-
tent. For example, in the behavioral model (Ber-
gan, 1977), a problem is viewed as resulting from
a consultee’s lack of expertise, intervention is
conceptualized as using principles of reinforce-
ment to increase desired and decrease unde-
sired consultee behaviors, and emphasis is

placed on data collection and analysis. Select-
ing a behavioral model to guide a training pro-
gram, then, necessitates content stressing the
formulation of problems in observable terms,
strategies for modifying behavior, and tech-
niques for collecting, recording, and reporting
data.

Alternatively, in an organizational model

(Schmuck, Runkel, Arends, & Arends, 1977),
problems are conceptualized within the context
of the school environment, intervention is multi-
dimensional and encourages schoolwide parti-
cipation, and human relations are stressed.
Based on these characteristics, training would
include an understanding of schools as social
systems and how change can be effected in

them, decision-making and communication

skills, and interpersonal problem solving.
In special education consultation, the limited

information availableon both training programs
and practice reflects a behavioral orientation
(Heron & Harris, 1982; Idol-Maestas, 1983;
Knight, Meyers, Paolucci-Whitcomb, Hasazi, &

Nevin, 1981; Lew, Mesch, & Lates, 1982). This is
not surprising, since the behavioral model lends
itself more readily than the others to clear speci-
fication of skills for training sequences and
evaluation of training results. However, the field
of special education consultation is so new that
we would be remiss if we ignored the potential
contributions of alternative models. The task for
teacher trainers is to determine the extent to
which existing consultation models (in addition
to the behavioral model) are applicable to spe-

cial education consultation and how to adapt
them to accommodate the unique characteris-
tics of special education teachers functioning
as consultants.

The careful selection and use of appropriate
consultation models will have two major bene-
fits for trainees. First, special education teach-
ers (and perhaps trainers, too) will avoid the pit-
fall (Gallessich, 1982) of trying to consult

atheoretically, a practice that generally leads to
less than satisfactory results. Second, by using
a variety of models for training, teachers will
have a repertoire of approaches from which to
choose, giving them the flexibility necessary to
successfully manage a wide range of consult-
ing situations.

PRACT1TIONER NEEDS FOR
CONSULTATION INFORMATION

While those involved in training special educa-
tion personnel should help shape the practices
used in the schools, they also have an obliga-
tion to be responsive to the training needs felt
by practitioners. In the area of special educa-
tion consultation, this implies that the design of
training programs should address immediate
concerns of special education teachers about
their interactions with other school profession-
als and demonstrated gaps in their knowledge
of how to be successful consultants.

Teacher Perceptions of Constaltin Skill
Teachers’ perceptions of their consulting skill
are one indicator of practitioners’ needs; sever-
al studies of this topic have been reported in the
literature. Evans (1977) interviewed resource

teachers who indicated they felt that they
should consult more than they did, but that they
lacked the training needed to do so. Specific
consulting skills the teachers felt they needed
were not mentioned.

Friend (1984) presented special educators
and classroom teachers with a list of 17 specific
consultation skills relating to interpersonal
communication (e.g., probing, paraphrasing,
conflict resolution, steps in interpersonal prob-
lem solving, interviewing, and observation). She
found that resource teachers perceived all the
mentioned skills as essential to their jobs. They
also indicated that they were moderately skilled
in the specified areas, though their responses
suggested some need fortraining in conducting
inservice activities, employing a planned se-
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quence for interpersonal problem solving, and
using interpersonal communication tech-

niques. It is also interesting that the classroom
teachers in this study rated the resource teach-
ers as signficantly less skilled as consultants
than the resource teachers rated themselv.es.

Haight and Molitor (1983) asked their sample
of teachers with Michigan’s special education
teacher consultant certificate to evaluate their
confidence in their ability to consult. The authors
reported that the consultants were confident of
their skills in some areas, but also mentioned

needing additional training in public relations,
human relations, counseling, and inservice

training.
These data on special educators’ percep-

tions indicate that our knowledge base in this
area is inadequate for informed decision mak-
ing. They suggest that teachers have some

skills, but provide little guidance in identifying
in which specific consulting techniques practi-
tioners feel a need for training. If practitioners’
perceptions of their need for consultation skills
are to be considered in the design of training
programs, teacher trainers should encourage
further study of this area. This is an aspect of
special education consultation in which the al-
ternatives have not as yet even been identified.

Teacher Performance in Consulting
Another element to consider in examining spe-
cial educators’ needs in consultation is their

performance as consultants. The data on this
topic come exclusively from the behavioral

model, usually in case study form. For example,
Idol-Maestas (1983) and Egner and Lates (1975)
described their consulting-training programs
and provided samples of trainee data collection
projects to demonstrate the skills acquired in
carrying out behavior change programs. The
data for mainstreamed learners indicated that

the consultation efforts had had a positive ef-
fect on achievement. No studies could be lo-
cated examining special educators’ interaction
skills.
As wastrue of special educators’ perceptions

of their consulting skills, the dearth of informa-
tion on how special education teachers com-
plete their consulting responsibilities indicates
that we are not yet able to develop this compo-
nent of training programs on the basis of known
practitioner need. Our alternatives are to mini-
mize the importance of this factor and proceed
with our training programs, or to attempt to find

out what special education consultants are do-
ing in their schools, in order to create relevant
training. A danger in not seeking the informa-
tion is that trainers’ judgments about practition-
er needs may become the sole determinant of

training content; as a result, very real needs may
remain unaddressed.

SKILLS FOR
CONSULTATION TRAINING PROGRAMS

More consultation skills have been identified by
professionals in various disciplines than most
special education training programs can pos-
sibly include. A list of frequently mentioned
skills might include interpersonal problem solv-
ing, interviewing, conflict resolution, manage-
ment of resistance, observation, data collection,
following through on interactions, paraphras-
ing, empathic listening, nonverbal communica-
tion, giving and receiving feedback, decision
making, time management, inservice training,
contracting, and negotiation. Because this list
is only a partial list and because major seg-
ments of courses or even entire courses could
be devoted to many of the skills, teacher train-
ers’ decisions on which to emphasize and which
to eliminate will be difficult.

To a certain extent, the model(s) selected
assist in determining skill content. For example,
as mentioned earlier, adopting a primarily be-
havioral model necessitates focusing on obser-
vation and data collection. However, many of
the process skills in consultation, that is, those
which address how to actually conduct interac-
tions, are applicable across models. Thus the
dilemma of skill selection cannot be entirely
resolved by selecting particular consultation
models.

Alternative considerations for the selection
of skills to include in training are the extent to
which consulting skills are amenable to training
and the existance of evidence that training does
improve performance. The field of school psy-
chology offers relevant data. Bergan and Tom-
bari (1976) reported that school psychologist
consultants who successfully completed the
problem identification phase of the problem-
solving process were in every instance able to
assist their consultees in resolving the problem.
Consultants who failed to accurately identify
the problem never reached the point of interven-
ing. White and Fine (1976), in studying consulta-
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tive situations with and without follow-ups,
found that classroom teachers’ perceptions of
the school psychologist consultants and target
students were more favorable when at least two
interactions followed the initial one. In special
education, Safran and Barcikowski (1984) found
that the content of the statements of special
education consultants about students

significantly affected classroom teachers’

perceptions of those students.
Unfortunately, evaluating the effectiveness

of specific consultation skills is a relatively re-
cent concern for all disciplines training consul-
tants ; and so while we have many alternatives

among skills to include in training programs,
choices can be based only on professionals’
judgments. A firmer basis for these decisions
would be data from systematic investigations
of consulting skills. As teacher trainers intro-
duce skills into their consultation programs,
they can contribute to the knowledge needed
for decision making by reporting which skills
improve trainee performance as consultants.
Especially needed is knowledge pertaining to
the interaction skills.

CONCLUSION

It is readily acknowledged that the factors just
presented by no means exhaust those which
teacher trainers should address as they design
consultation programs. Issues concerning the
similarities and differences between preservice
and inservice consultation training have not
been considered, nor has there been mention of
how to incorporate consultation programs into
already crowded special education training cur-
ricula. An exploration of training needs unique
to teachers who consult fulltime versus those

germane to teachers who also provide direct in-
struction to students has likewise been omitted.

Perhaps most critical for developing programs,
attention has not been given to establishing cri-
teria by which to evaluate special education
consultation training programs.

Despite these omissions, the challenge pre-
sented to teacher trainers remains clear: to pre-
pare teachers to establish and maintain suc-
cessful professional relationships with the

adults in schools in order to facilitate mildly
handicapped students’ success in mainstream
settings. Meeting that challenge requires atten-

tion by professionals to numerous factors that
may affect program design.

Suggestions for Research
The process of developing effective teacher-
training programs in consultation will be facili-
tated by the availability of research data. Four
areas on which researchers’ efforts should be
focused can be identified. First, additional infor-
mation is needed on the state of the art of con-
sultation as it is currently practiced in schools.
Both quantitative and qualitative data about
how special education teachers meet their con-
sultative responsibilities would be valuable in
considering training approaches.

This type of research would provide a broad
picture of special education consultation. A
second avenue of inquiry, examining specific
variables in consultative interactions, could
contribute a more detailed analysis of the con-
sultation process. For example, studies of the
types of verbal exchanges occurring during inter-
actions, the individuals with whom special edu-
cators most frequently consult, and the deci-
sions reached through consultation could
assist teachertrainers to develop programs that
address the most relevant process skills. That
research could also enable trainers to more ap-

propriately sensitize trainees to personal char-
acteristics influencing consultation.
A third research area concerns intervention.

Study is needed of the skills hypothesized as
valuable for special education consultants,
both in terms of specifying efficient and effec-
tive training practices and documenting in-
creases in trainee skill levels. By examining this
area, trainers will be able to develop account-
able programs that produce teacher consul-
tants with high competency levels.

Finally, research is needed on the impact of
training on practice. Changes in special educa-
tion consultants’ behaviors as a result of train-

ing should be studied in field settings. In addi-
tion, longitudinal data combining information
about special educators’ competency to carry
out the consultation process with data on main-
streamed students’ achievement could enhance
already available knowledge of the impact of
consultation programs on handicapped learners.
The task facing us is enormous, and it cannot

be completed quickly or easily. Other disci-
plines in which consultation has been studied
(psychology, for example) can provide guidance
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for our own exploration, but we must also strive
to create consultation training programs
tailored to address the needs of special educa-
tors and the mainstreamed students they serve.
By being receptive to the wide range of alterna-
tives that might influenceourconsultation prac-
tice, we can accomplish our goal.
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