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Abstract Traditional approaches to school consultation

involve a voluntary, collaborative relationship between a

consultant and teacher consultee to develop interventions

for students with special needs, often over long periods,

with ongoing problem solving and performance feedback.

However, with the advent of multi-tiered systems of sup-

port, school consultation has evolved into a strategy to

support the systemic adoption of evidence-based practices

(EBPs). With this shift, consultants increasingly fulfill the

role of coach, moving beyond traditional collaborative

relationships to address the professional development

needs of consultees. Consequently, researchers examining

school consultation have moved beyond questions of fea-

sibility and acceptability and have entered a new era of

implementation science. This special issue of School

Mental Health examines contemporary applications of

school consultation and coaching in support of EBP im-

plementation. The five original research articles in the

special issue advance the literature in this developing field.

Keywords Consultation � Coaching � School mental

health � Implementation science

As documented by the relevant literature, most children

and adolescents with impairing mental health needs do

not receive clinical services (Greenberg et al., 2003). In

response, several national reform efforts in both education

and mental health have called for the expansion of

school-based mental health services (e.g., National As-

sociation of School Psychologists, 2008; President’s New

Freedom Commission on Mental Health, 2003), but un-

fortunately, when school-based services are available,

evidence-based practices (EBPs) are used inconsistently

(Forman et al., 2013). Despite widespread recognition that

school-based services circumvent traditional barriers to

care and are valued among stakeholders (e.g., Burns et al.,

1995; Rones & Hoagwood, 2000), our knowledge about

the variables that promote or inhibit implementation of

EBPs in schools is still limited (Owens et al., 2013). Over

the past decade, the school mental health movement has

moved beyond simple questions of whether school-based

services are feasible and into a new era of implementation

science focusing on strategies to support the uptake,

evaluation, and sustainment of EBPs in schools (Eccles &

Mittman, 2006; Forman et al., 2013). In short, the field is

in transition.

Consistent with the tenets of implementation science,

researchers are increasingly interested in the systemic

factors that interact with the individual characteristics of

children, parents, and educators to affect implementation

outcomes (Raver et al., 2009). Program developers report

several factors that facilitate the implementation of EBPs in

schools, including teacher and administrator support, inte-

gration of interventions within school curricula, and
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ongoing training to reinforce new skills. Conversely, bar-

riers to implementation include (but are not limited to) time

constraints, beliefs about the use of psychosocial inter-

ventions in schools, and competing job demands (Forman,

Olin, Hoagwood, Crowe, & Sake, 2009). Among the po-

tentially malleable factors impacting EBP implementation,

provider training is often highlighted as a promising means

to facilitate the uptake of EBPs (e.g., Fixsen, Naoom,

Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Greenhalgh, Robert,

MacFarlane, Bate, & Kyriakidou, 2004), partially because

there are too few providers adequately trained in the use of

EBPs (Kazdin, 2008; Weissman et al., 2006). Still, given

the myriad of implementation barriers in schools, training

alone is unlikely to produce consistent and sustained

change (cf. Beidas & Kendall, 2010). Rather, successful

implementation often requires flexibility and persistence.

Consultation and Coaching

School consultants are trained professionals who assist

teachers and other school-based professionals (hereafter,

consultees) during the implementation of new practices.

Traditionally, school consultation has been viewed as a

partnership between two professionals (e.g., a mental

health consultant and a classroom teacher) voluntarily

collaborating to design and implement interventions for

students with special needs. Consultation of this nature

typically follows a problem-solving approach, often tar-

geting individual student needs with customized interven-

tions (Schultz, Reisweber, & Cobb, 2008). However,

consultation has evolved in recent years to resemble a

coaching relationship. Similar to traditional consultation, a

coach engages consultees in problem solving, observes

their implementation efforts, and provides performance

feedback, but coaching has the added aim of professional

development (Ravthon, 2008; van Oorsouw, Embregts,

Bosman, & Jahoda, 2009). Accordingly, coaches assist in

the training and guidance of specific EBPs, often in support

of early career consultees or system-level change. The

coaching relationship is unlike the collaborative partner-

ship of conventional consultation because the unparalleled

expertise of the coach creates a hierarchical—perhaps even

supervisory—relationship. Coaching supplants the out-

moded train-and-hope approach of traditional staff devel-

opment models and takes on special importance in the

context of multi-tiered systems of support (see Erchul, this

issue).

Research suggests that coaching is effective at (a) in-

creasing consultee knowledge; (b) strengthening both

consultants’ and consultees’ skills (e.g., Capella et al.,

2012; Miller, Yahne, Moyers, Marinez, & Pirritano, 2004);

and (c) improving youth outcomes (e.g., Capella et al.,

2012; Mashburn, Downer, Hamre, Justice, & Pianta, 2010;

Schoenwald, Sheidow, & Letourneau, 2004). Theoretical-

ly, these successes are attributable to improved treatment

integrity, which is the degree to which consultees imple-

ment an intervention as intended (Noell et al., 2000). For

example, coaching appears to result in increased consultee

adherence to EBP protocols (Becker, Bradshaw, Domitro-

vich, & Ialongo, 2013; Schoenwald et al., 2004; Solomon,

Klein, & Politylo, 2012), at least while coaching is un-

derway. Still, more research is needed to clarify how

consultation/coaching efforts improve the implementation

of EBPs in schools.

The Special Issue

Although School Mental Health has published many arti-

cles examining school consultation and coaching to date,

this is the first compilation of solicited articles looking

specifically at the connections between consulta-

tion/coaching and the implementation of EBPs. This topic

was proposed by the attendees of the 2013 School Mental

Health Research Summit in Washington, DC, preceding

the annual conference of the Center for School Mental

Health (CSMH; http://csmh.umaryland.edu/). At the re-

search summit, the theme of school consultation and

coaching emerged as a primary interest for researchers

across an array of school mental health topics. Most par-

ticipants agreed that consultation and coaching strategies

are promising for the implementation of EBPs in schools,

even though the relevant literature is still in its infancy. The

special issue represents an attempt to advance the knowl-

edge base with five original research articles examining

school consultation and coaching.

In the first article, Shernoff, Lakind, Frazier, and Ja-

cobsons (2015) examined a coaching intervention to sup-

port early career teachers’ use of evidence-based classroom

management and student engagement strategies to address

the needs of students in high-poverty urban elementary

schools. Using a mixed-method design, the authors

evaluated adherence to, and feasibility of, the coaching

intervention. As is often the case in urban settings, time and

resource constraints posed serious challenges, so the au-

thors present several considerations for overcoming those

barriers to ensure EBP implementation. The authors’ model

for supporting early career teachers may also be helpful in

reducing teacher stress and improving job satisfaction,

potentially contributing to improved retention of high-

quality teachers in urban schools.

In the second article, Sutherland, Conroy, Vo, and Ladig

(2015) examined practice-based coaching used in BEST in

CLASS, a secondary prevention (i.e., Tier 2) intervention

addressing problem behaviors in young children at risk of

2 School Mental Health (2015) 7:1–5
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emotional and behavioral disorders. The results of this

randomized control trial suggest that practice-based

coaching improves teachers’ use of evidence-based strate-

gies during the program and at follow up, illustrating a

promising approach to support the professional develop-

ment of early childhood educators. The authors also ex-

amined child outcomes and found that the program

addressed some needs of children at risk of emotional and

behavioral difficulties. Pending further investigation and

replication, BEST in CLASS may prove effective in the

prevention of problems that would otherwise require costly

tertiary interventions in elementary schools and beyond.

In the third article, Coles, Owens, Serrano, Slavec, and

Evans (2015) examined a multi-component consultation

model designed to address teacher knowledge, skills, and

beliefs related to classroom behavior management. The

authors described two specific consultation cases where

teachers implemented a daily report card (DRC) to address

classroom behavior problems in elementary school set-

tings. The authors identified specific factors affecting

teachers’ classroom management (i.e., teacher beliefs and

skills) that were both responsive to intervention and po-

tentially instrumental in subsequent student behavior

change. If the authors’ results are replicated, their findings

have meaningful implications for how consultants address

teacher needs to ensure optimal student outcomes. It is also

worth noting that the findings offer initial support for a

relationship between their approach to consultation and

student outcomes—a connection rarely examined in the

literature due to its complexity.

In the fourth article, Cook, Lyon, Kubergovic, Wright,

and Zhang (2015) directly addressed educator beliefs and

attitudes toward EBPs using a supportive intervention in-

tegrated into a professional development series. In a pre-

liminary analysis of data from 62 elementary schools,

findings suggested that coaches consider beliefs to be a

critical target for intervention in system-wide efforts to roll

out EBPs. In addition, the supportive beliefs intervention

that the authors tested appears to be a promising approach

to altering consultee impressions of EPBs, which in turn

might relate to improved program fidelity. As the authors

note, system-wide uptake and sustainability of EBPs re-

quires a multifaceted approach; the inclusion of consultee

beliefs and attitudes as intervention targets may prove to be

a vital component of successful implementation.

In the fifth article, Pas et al. (2015) examined the factors

related to coaching dosage during the implementation of

the PAX Good Behavior Game (GBG). In this study,

coaches were free to provide varying schedules of support

during a randomized control trial of the GBG. The authors

analyzed several consultee characteristics associated with

high-dose versus low-dose coaching and found that high-

dose consultees were more likely than low-dose consultees

to report professional burnout and low self-efficacy prior to

coaching. High-dose consultees were also more likely than

their low-dose counterparts to be engaged in multiple

systemic changes in their schools. These findings suggest

that coaches adjusted their approach based on characteris-

tics of the consultee and the needs of the setting. The re-

sults also suggest that low-dose coaching led to relatively

fewer uses of the intervention in the classroom, even

though competency with the GBG was established. These

findings underscore the complexities of the dose–response

relationship in consultation/coaching, pointing to the im-

portance of factors extraneous to the specific intervention

that can complicate coaching efforts.

We conclude the special issue with an invited com-

mentary by Erchul (2015). Dr. Erchul has been at the

forefront of research on school consultation and coaching

over the past 25 years. One of his research interests has

been social influence within consultation, including how

consultants encourage meaningful behavior change among

consultees. In a series of studies, Dr. Erchul and his col-

leagues (Erchul & Raven, 1997; Erchul, Raven, & Ray,

2001; Erchul, Raven, & Whichard, 2001; Erchul et al.,

2004) showed that consultants exert multiple influences

within the consultative relationship, including the strength

of their perceived expertise and the degree to which con-

sultees anticipate desirable outcomes. Dr. Erchul’s expe-

riences seem particularly pertinent to our collection of

articles, given the nature of contemporary coaching ap-

proaches and the changing role of consultants. As models

of consultation increasingly focus on the implementation of

EBPs within tiered prevention models, the social power

bases available to consultants are likely to shift, requiring

careful attention to how school consultees perceive the

messages and support offered by consultants.

Conclusion

We believe the articles in the special issue exemplify the

shift in the consultation literature toward coaching strate-

gies. Specifically, all of the authors examined consultee

factors related to implementation success, including job

satisfaction and burnout, self-efficacy, and beliefs, atti-

tudes, and skills related to EBP competency. Taken to-

gether, the authors’ findings promote a nuanced approach

to program implementation that takes into account the

needs of both student clients and school consultees. Rather

than presuming that consultees are equipped and motivated

to collaborate on EBPs, contemporary approaches to con-

sultation/coaching are expanding to include professional

development strategies to prepare school staff for the

changes that EBPs require. The resulting impact on the

consultative relationship and student outcomes is still

School Mental Health (2015) 7:1–5 3
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unclear, but the articles in this special issue offer important

insight into these vital questions.
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