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Foreword

Mental Health Consultation in Early Childhood is a timely and important
book. Throughout the United States, staff and directors working in
Head Start, Early Head Start, preschool, and child care programs are
asking for help. Reports are consistent from all parts of the country.
Too many young children are showing behaviors that are troubling,
some so provocative and challenging that they are asked to leave their
programs because staff do not know how to help them. Families are
experiencing greater and greater stress levels, and early childhood staff
report feeling burdened despite the enormous dedication and commit-
ment of many. This book can help.

The insights and wisdom that Dr. Paul Donahue and his col-
leagues Drs. Beth Falk and Anne Gersony Provet have amassed in
Mental Health Consultation in Early Childhood provide a framework for
enhancing the quality of early childhood programs, particularly center-
based ones, and for helping staff as well as children and families. The
book is about how to use clinical mental health perspectives and skills
in the service of promoting healthy emotional development in young
children, including those who are already scarred by harsh early expe-
riences, who participate in early childhood programs. It provides an
insider’s view of the consultation process, highlighting the central
importance of building mutually respectful collaborations between
consultants and administrators and consultants and teachers. It also ar-
ticulates clearly the many roles that mental health consultants can play.
These include problem solving with staff about individual children
and families or classroom management issues; guiding staff to solve
collective problems; helping staff members recognize and celebrate
their hard work and importance to the children; modeling alternative
approaches and behaviors for caregivers; offering guidance to families;
facilitating referrals if necessary; helping staff respond to crises, such as
community violence or family disasters; and, most important, helping
to restart the healthy growth process for young children who have ex-
perienced damaging early relationships and experiences.

The authors bring a unique perspective to the task of getting inside
the consultation process. They are grounded in the daily realities of the
kinds of pressures that pervade the lives of early childhood program
administrators and staff, as well as the children and families in the pro-
grams. From this knowledge, they have built a rich resource for oth-
ers—a book filled with a sophisticated blend of clinical insights and
common sense, organized in a way that is useful for practitioners and

Xi



xii Foreword

students seeking to master the complexities and possibilities of effec-
tive consultation. Theirs is not a “cookbook approach,” a behavior
management curriculum for all children or a set of guidelines for work-
shops. Rather, what the authors describe is a form of ethnographic and
psychological consultation. It is ethnographic in that the consultants
enter into the life of the center, viewing it as a culture, and psycholog-
ical in that the role of the consultant is to try to assess and understand
not just the dynamics of individual children, caregivers, and families,
but the program culture and dynamics as well. The aim is to under-
stand and intervene respectfully to enhance the caregiving context for
all staff, children, and families involved.

Key to the vision of consultation espoused in this book, and under-
scored in virtually every chapter, is the importance of building rela-
tionships with the staff and the directors—trying to walk, as it were, in
their shoes. This book does not offer a quick-fix set of tools, although it
is rich with ideas and specific activities that consultants can undertake.
The point is also clear that to do their job well, early childhood mental
health consultants must make a sustained investment in the many (and
sometimes tangled) relationships in a particular setting. They must be
strategic about how to enter into an ongoing context; to develop inter-
ventions that work for the culture of each program; to respond with
sensitivity and openness to issues of class, race, and ethnicity; and to
help staff cope with the varied challenges they face. Yet mental health
consultants also get to share in the victories, small or large.

The authors are well aware that mental health consultation is no
substitute for having staff trained in early childhood development and
quality child care and early education practices. But they also recog-
nize that training in these basics is often woefully inadequate and that
it is even less adequate in equipping staff to address the widespread—
indeed, virtually predictable—stresses and even trauma that so many
young children and families experience. Hence, the authors pay par-
ticular attention to coping with trauma in young children in the context
of early childhood environments.

This book fills a gap in the early childhood and mental health lit-
erature, which offers relatively few resources for enhancing mental
health in the context of early childhood settings. But it also signals a
larger societal challenge, that of paying more attention to the emotional
well-being and development of young children. Although this is not a
new perspective, it is one that often gets lost in the efforts to promote
the cognitive and physical well-being of young children, particularly
by funders and policy makers. Yet, as recent research on early brain de-
velopment has reconfirmed, the emotional pathways and patterns es-
tablished in early childhood are key to the later success of young chil-
dren. This gives special significance to the authors’ view that early
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childhood programs provide an opportunity to check the “wellness” of
young children.

This book is targeted to practitioners, both new and experienced.
(It would, for instance, be especially useful for those supervising new
consultants.) But it is my hope that the message of this book will also
reach two other very important audiences. The first audience is those
studying early childhood education, early intervention, social work,
and psychology. For these students, this book offers a gold mine of
real-life experiences to discuss and role play, drawing on the many
vignettes illustrating both successful and unsuccessful strategies.

But even more important, it is my hope that the message of this
book will be translated back to a second group, policy makers. We face
a policy context that is inhospitable to strengthening and expanding
early childhood mental health consultation. Too often, there seems to be
no way to pay for the kind of work that is described in this book. Many
of the children are at risk of developing behavior and emotional disor-
ders, especially if they do not have access to ecological and supportive
interventions. Yet current mental health reimbursement and other poli-
cies typically require children to have a diagnosable disorder in order
to receive treatment or consultation. Even for young children, being at
risk of developing a disorder is not a sufficient gateway to services.

Perhaps this book will inspire a rethinking about the need to tar-
get more mental health resources toward young children and to use
them in ways that support the kind of consultation strategies high-
lighted throughout this book, as well as to provide treatment to the
young children and families facing the greatest difficulties. Perhaps it
will also spur the increased use of Head Start and Early Head Start dol-
lars for this kind of on-site mental health consultation. Equally impor-
tant, it may stimulate the still too small but growing initiatives to use
child care quality enhancement dollars to support efforts like these.
This book is a practical, grounded guide to helping those who work di-
rectly with young children and families. Yet it is also a wake-up call to
include program and case consultation as a routine part of efforts to
promote the well-being of young children and families, particularly
those burdened by poverty, disability, and other risk factors that have
potentially and—sadly—often predictable deleterious effects. In short,
this book is a call to reinvent a societal commitment to strengthening
the tools, strategies, and policies that will allow every child to enter
school emotionally ready to succeed.

Jane Knitzer, Ed.D.
National Center for Children in Poverty
Columbia University Joseph L. Mailman School of Public Health



Preface

The model presented in this book reflects our experiences as consult-
ing psychologists in a variety of preschool and child care settings. We
were introduced to early childhood consultation through our affiliation
with The Center for Preventive Psychiatry (the Center), a community
mental health center in White Plains, New York. We have drawn ex-
tensively from our clinical work at the Center and from the seminal
work of many of our colleagues there as well as from our experiences
in school systems and in private practice as consultants. A number of
researchers, clinicians, and educators have made considerable strides
in developing school-based consultation and prevention models (Al-
pert, 1982; Cowen et al., 1996; Gutkin & Curtis, 1990) and on-site inter-
ventions in early childhood programs (Edlefsen & Baird, 1994). This
book should be viewed as an extension of previous school-based efforts
to reach out to young children and their families, with a particular em-
phasis on building collaborations between mental health professionals
and early childhood educators.

We are often contacted by program directors who want their staff
to learn more about child development and to gain strategies in deal-
ing with children who pose challenges in the classroom. Sometimes
there is a particular crisis in the school that warrants our immediate in-
tervention. In other cases, we are asked to address long-standing con-
flicts between staff members or to make suggestions for improving
specific program areas, such as parent outreach. Usually we contract to
be on site on a weekly basis for at least 1 academic year and spend any-
where from 3 hours to 3 days per week on site.

In our initial meetings with the preschool staff, we emphasize
three features of our work. First, we talk of possible roles that we might
play as consultants and try to define the initial parameters of our work
based on the individual program’s needs. Second, we emphasize that
although we strive to enhance the workings of the entire system, we
can best accomplish this goal by developing trusting relationships with
the individuals in the program, including teachers, families, and chil-
dren. To do this we must have the freedom as clinicians to respect the
confidentiality of our clients and to define the boundaries of our com-
munication with administration and other staff members (see Tobias,
1990). Last, we encourage the school staff to view our work as an on-
going process that may not lead to immediate change or a “quick fix”
but, given time, should influence the system in positive ways.
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We expand on these themes throughout the book and try to bear
in mind the opportunities and perils present at each step in the collab-
orative process. The book is arranged in three sections. First, we ex-
plore ways of establishing a collaborative relationship between the
consultant and the staff of the school, focusing initially on the entry
process and then proceeding with specific suggestions and techniques
for working with administrative staff and teachers. Second, we exam-
ine the consultant’s on-site work with children and parents, including
classroom-based prevention strategies and therapeutic group activi-
ties. This section also focuses on dealing with crises in the school and
designing interventions for individual children and families who ex-
perience trauma. Finally, we reflect on the challenges we have faced in
this work and the rewards, for both the consultants and the early child-
hood centers, of developing a strong partnership. We also discuss prac-
tical ways of establishing and maintaining a collaborative relationship
and end with a review of the broader implications of this model.

This book is intended to enhance the working relationship between
mental health professionals (also referred to as consultants, therapists,
and clinicians throughout this book) and early childhood educators. It
is designed for individuals from traditional clinical settings as well as
administrators, directors, and special needs professionals from early
childhood programs who share the goal of meeting the mental health
needs of young children. We also expect the book to be of interest to
graduate students in clinical and school psychology, social work, and
education. The book may also be a useful resource for policy makers and
community activists looking to build more effective community-based
programs for young children.

Although many of our case illustrations and substantive clinical
discussions emerged from our work in Head Start and other programs
serving disadvantaged children in urban environments, we have se-
lected examples and themes with relevance for diverse ethnic, cultural,
and programmatic contexts. Early childhood environments include full-
day child care centers, school-based prekindergarten programs, Head
Start centers, and private nursery schools. Child care programs are
sometimes less structured and academic than preschools that offer
more formalized education, but the central issues and educational goals
for these programs are quite similar. We therefore expect that the ma-
jority of the material will be applicable to both environments. Although
we do not specifically address the concerns of in-home child care
providers, we believe that some of the material will be relevant to them.

There are salient differences that can be expected across program
settings, geographic location, and population served, but a central fea-
ture of our collaborative model is the absence of a simplistic blueprint
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that rigidly prescribes the activities and roles of the mental health pro-
fessional or presumes to predetermine the needs of the preschool pro-
gram. Rather, the model emphasizes the transactional relationship
between the consultant and the child care center: Both parties work
together to determine goals and select from a multitude of possible
roles, activities, and structures whereby the mental health professional
strives to meet the early childhood program’s needs. Although there are
a number of general principles—as well as philosophical and ethical
beliefs—that remained fixed, the form and content of the partnership is
indeed fluid so that a wide range of collaborators can work effectively
with diverse populations in a variety of environments.

Our goal is to provide both a conceptual framework and concrete
guidance for mental health professionals and educators who may find
themselves in situations and settings for which their training has not
adequately prepared them. By highlighting the difficult but extremely
rewarding nature of this work, we hope this book encourages partner-
ships that foster children’s development and ultimately strengthens
the resilience and coping abilities of young children and their families.
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