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In this paper, I will pFésen; some conceptual tools which I belie;g”to
be potentially useful iq\guiding psychoiogicéi consultation in the schools.
My ideas are intended to supplement, not .replace, thésefmajor works on the y
consul tation process (Argyris, 1970; Sarason, Levine, Goldenberg, Cheriin,
& ngnett, 1966 Caplan, 1“70) which deal with broad issues of conaultant
behavior and 1ntervention atrategy. The ideas presented here are tools for
the ahalysis of situatiqns which are likely to arise in many of the forms of ;
consﬁltation which a psychologist is likely:to undertake in.a schoolc§zstem. .
that 1 hope to ;ccompliSh in the following discussion is the elaboFa-
tipn, in termé relevant go consultation prac@ice; of two rélativély weil-

develop;d amalytic notions from personality and social psychology. The first

’

is the notion of gttribution, which formed the cornerstone of He@deg's
(19538) psychoiogx of *comﬁéﬁ~§ensé”vand w?ich has been recentlx usad'with
e success (Jones & Davis, 1965, Kelley%51967) in theoretically integrating a
wide range of interpersonal phenomena. he"second; conceived}differently
from but philosophically compatible with, the first, is George Kelly's
(l?SS) notion of tha ' persdhal gon@truft. Both terms, attribution and
- . personal constrﬁct; refer to processes which are ‘presumed’ to go on 1in the
minds of peobie a;'théy~attempt toﬂmake‘sense out of the~§bjﬁcts'and events
"which they perceive and expérience.
\éttribution” reférs to the procesé”éy ﬁhiéh people answer the ques-

tion 'wvhy' about events. It refers both to the process by which events are 

Q ‘ ‘ : o ) .
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interpreted as being the effects of certain causes and tovthe companion-pro— .
‘ _ — N , v : . :
cess by which the 'cause! 1s mentally endowed with th? capability, disposi-

tion and/or tendency to prqduce the "effect.” As a mundane example, suppose

one has the experidnce of finding grains of plaster on the floor. Far from

[N

o merely sweeping up, one typically attributes thelr presence to some

i

defect in the oeiling.
'"Personal constructs' refer to the dimensions, both conventional and’
. idiosyncratic; yhich'are used to claksify both eyents and objects. In the
enample just given, the concept of "defectiveness® is being.employed to

: classify the state of the ceiling. The implications of ‘the label "defec-

-

tive" may Qéry from individual to indivi@ual,‘depending on its connection

with other'concepts, such as.”good—baiz” "importance,” etc.. All of this.
. : : ‘ . e - . :
"nrocéssing’’ 1s relatively automatic. It occurs ”preconsci°usly” before
) . . \ o

any'actioq_is’taknn. . N
. Both attribution theory and personal cofistruct théory characterize

peoplz as not merely reacting‘to immediata stimuli Rather, they are seen
~ ’ ,
as constantly translating the uniquenesc N the ever‘changing present into
~ ¢

soue enduring and organiz°d system Qf ideas. The system which 1s rhereby
personally imposed on reality enables people to live in a. comprehensible .

w?rld, a world in which actions can be planned with some foreknowledge of

. - .
% S . \

; F .o . : .
thair most probatle outcomes. It is clear, in the casg of the mythical

-

homaowner above; that his attributions and personal’ constructs give him
. //
control over the events which he would not have 1f he merely/;ﬁployed 8

broom. That is, he can be relatively sure that, once appropriate action
is taken, plaster will not keep appearing’ on his floor. j'g

On the other hand, even while this imposed ordar is necessary ard 1n-

evitable, 1t can have certain costs. Since the employment of attributions

v
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and persbna{ constructs alvays'inyolves-a selection from a universe of al-
ternative “"formulations,’ some alternafives must always be sacrificed in
favor of others. As one becemes increasingly‘committed to particular per-
sonal constructs or attributicns, one may lose the ability to use others

‘which are incompatible. Infthe homeowner eaample we have employed so far,

~

'the}cost,is'not likely to be great because the number of alternative ways
N ‘A (
of seeing the particular slice of reality under consideration are few. Co

This happy situation does not exist, however, in complex social sdtuations

N

such as scnools. In the schools, everyone who must perform a function
has a set of attributional preferences and nersonéﬁyconstructs which ‘he

. emnloys. Although these are vital to the individuals involved, enabling

them to function day to day, they Uecone a liability when speclal problems

J .
arise and new ways of thinking are called fer. Let me. novy illustrate“‘, Aﬂ?

<

this problem with an example from my experience as a psycholonical con— "

_sultant\in the schools. ¢

‘Personal Anecdote ar. _ase Example

3

I came to develop some of my priasent ideas as a résultibf experiences

in the school year 1972-73, during which I was available tvo days a week

to the entire staff of a middle school as a "psychologicalaconsultant." .

.

In" this intervention, partly out of ignorance and partlytin response to

nolitical realitias, I entened the school in the most expedient way rather ’ .
N » - .

than. following the. prevcriptions of a major consultation theory. Beyond

distributing a memorandum announcing my availability to all staff members

[

sbpara 1y and collectively, I offerdd nothing to clrcumscribe’ or delineate
'my role. The nature of this ambiglious eﬁtry-aSSured that I had no‘cleagly .

defined single client. Furthermore, I made no attenpt to address,the entire

3 Y
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coﬂlcctivity of the school as my client, as some~consultation theories =

- ’”
w \ \ “

(Argyris, 1970) xould deocate. \ather, my situation was’ like that of a-»
)¢ !
_new doctor in a sma;l towvn vwhn hangs rvﬂflds stlingle and wai*s for patieéés.

I was forced to think "microcosmically’ hout eaéh consul ant-consultee

{ . ! Toeoe

interaction, and thus deueloped 7 ideas srmewhat differently than theor-

ists who havz been concerned. with major goals ard directions of a’coor- '

-~

dinated fohsultatipq 2ffoct. : , " - )

1 firmly belicve. neverthelass, thit c2rra’n 'microcosmic’ issues

Nos . b - .
- must he faced by psveholpgzical cousulrants in the schools no natter what
. 12
major- guidiny principies thuy naﬁ\follow. Oue of he most parsistent and
N . ‘ ( a )
puznlihg of these icsues consistad of the irprescicr. turt I and rthe client

fac‘nv m2, w-rg not t:llipe abour 1l 2 s2me vicblen.”

T now bei'eve that
this impression came ahout becavse, -in viacting to the svante which con-
: ’ : *

,‘stituted tie g%oblem "gtimulus,' w2 each attributed these events teo dif-~
S _ i
ferent calses and mobilized diffarent perccnzl constructs. Father than

s

being conscious of this grocess,kwe e~ '.:ded to think as 1f- the at-

tributed causes and imposed categor*_s wevsethe problem, and became exas-

peﬁated wfth =ach other bccause tc each of us, the other seemed toﬁbe ad-
dressing Ar&clevant issues. As just one cf many possibile cxamples I
can th; of let ma descrioe a conversation which I had with a teacher

~

‘about a dilemma which came up for him in the proaess- of grading a papnr.

4

. %
> The “stimulus’ in.thiq case was a test paper, approximately 80% cor—

act;\ohich had been oompleted by a student with a severe reading problem

N : o A : ‘
nd z rather passive, withdrawn style. The 'student had taken the paper

" P
. . / . . .
z -preclal tedacher so that the questions'60u1d~be read to him. However,
from onr knOWIedoe of tha child and his conceptual weaknessas, it appeared
3 K .
o unlibﬂly that he ¢ould havp done as well as he did unless he had practically

. < : - '. :
O * ' : -

~~



butive rrdééést Indeputible was the fact of the tast paver and our know-
v . g :

)

baen told -the anéwerg-' N 'f f T

.
o

For both the teacher and me, there were(cettain indisputible facts,

.and certain areas which were un%nown, but which we filled in by an attri-

.

ledge - qhe child's.ability. Unknown tpﬁus was preclsely vhat hgd hap-

pened whan the child went to the spucial taachﬂr with the test paper.

‘ But, each of us neverthel ss filled in nﬂcassary blanks by atfribution 80

-

thac edch of us had an idea of what ths problem was. Rather than de-
scribe the cqnversatiod'in detail; I will now state what I later ihferred

to be the.major viewpoigts), tie teachzr's and mine. - .
_ SRR A . .
The teaghet saw the child as ‘defective" and consequently ot respon—“x

siblefor his;actibnél At the game time, ha perceivod that a certain

“authority clustar®” in the school, consiscing of the principal the special

z

teaéh;r; and certaln higher administration 'experts,* “had collectively

mandated that this fefective child ought %o remain in his class and be - ¢

[ 4 t

.

treatﬁd as part of the group. 1 was identified. vith the- authoritigs in ‘his

>

EY
mind, and it ‘wvas in the sdirit oﬁ tbat attribution that he’ apptoached ma.

e

e fglt that. what tht authoriti 8 uant=d hinm to do was to maintafh the i1- .
\ X

lusibn that tn= child was ‘normal He falt further that he had tried to

carry out that mandate, although 0rud¢in~1,, and -1t had led him to a posi- /

tion where he was now b ing asked to do some thing which he felt was "wrong''

and would prohably-ba harthI to the child: i.=., oive him ‘a mark be didn t

; - . ~ ) »
“deserve, " , . S . o ‘ . .
y thinkin- at the time was.aomewhat different. Iy own personal con-

.l'

structs did not inc lude the potion of "defectiveness’  as iﬁplying lack of
R e . b ) o Lo
personal responsibility for ones actions. mather, I saw the child as

wishihg to succzed, like anyone .else, dnd particularly'mptivated to

e B 4 - . ¢
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"preserve whatever was left of his gself~estéem. I surmised that, faced

’

L with an impossible test, he had used every trick in th° book in hie inter-

-
.

action with the special teacher and that she had not had her heart in try- -
ing to resist his manipulations. I felt the true problem, however, to be
‘in the actathat such a difficult test was giver to him. This,,in turn,

1 at*ributed to the classroom teacher s lack of f31th in the child s abil-

1ty to learn. 1 perceiVed him as going through the motioné\of 'teaching"

. the child quite mechanically. ' | S S -

’

It should be clear thaf the different versions of the ° “'problem' h=ld

. »

by each of us were.sufficient to produca a feeling ot "talking at cross

.

purposes.” In fact, the intervention anded WiEh nothing having been ac—

: b
complished I nﬁb believe that this negative Outcome might have benn a-

- voided 1if I had been aware, at the time, of all the attributions and ‘as-
» . v

sumptions- which each of us were mobilizing. I will now attempt to develop
some notions, both general and‘specific,_ﬁhichvmay help focus.the cqn;

sultant's attention on crucial attributions and assumptions of the cen-

- < LY

sultee andjof himgelf. - !

+
,”

Two Views‘of ,lan and Thair Imblications'for Consultation

o~

I would like to begin my analysis of the attributions and personal ton=
structs of ‘consultants and consultees with refetence to an alternative and

.pnrhans mor* popular formulation of their. interectdon that is, the for— .
|

E3 ¢ N

mulation in terms of personal motivas and drives, implying a philosophy :' ’

° ]

‘I shall call “man tlle pleasure-secker.’'- I would like to suggest tha't this

. nilosophy underlies a number of nschOloaical theories, including both %
L'y \
psychoanalysis and a variety of 'stimulus—response—reinforcement formula-

-

tions. For example, psychoanalysis spcaks in terms of pleasurable "objacts"

B
~




. which in turn giJ% rise to the.possibilitf of logs and thence conflict, -
anxiety and defense.mechanisms. >In."teinforcement” terminology, the plea-

Surable qualities of the reinforcer are also implieit.

Nhox a consultation interaction 18 viewed in the above light, man 's

pleas~- »seeking propensity 13 seen as setting up ''forces’ which must be

dealt vith somehow. The role of the consultant bacomes one of either
¢ o [

.

harnes§ing or transcending these forces, -depending on hit particular con~

sultation theory. In the previous case examplz, for'instance, the inter-
. 4 .

actions between the teacher and me could be formulated in terms of loyal-

-

m‘tiesﬁ'empathies, and needs. Specifically, I might apﬁear to be loyal to ¥

" the child, principaL, and special teacher, while the teacher who consulted
‘ .

.“*k me might be seen as loyal to himself his teaching peers, and his class-

~
¢

~

"room. As I"have suggested, many theoreticians of consultation wouldjsee

the consultant's task as one of ‘harnessing’ or "transcending" these loy-
alties. Alinsky (1971) aopears to be a "harnesser'" and would perhaps sug-

-~

igest that a valid role for 'the consultant would be to become an~officia1

dadvocate for certain fotces in the school. Caplan (1970) appears to be .

more of a ‘transcender" and might sée the "loyalties” of consultant and

L

consulteé -as potentially disruotive to the effectineneés-of their inter-

t
- e

action. . . -
. s,

introébection tells me that I do have many ldyalties and that I did
N ~ ) - -~ : ~ ‘
have loyalties to the child,‘special teacher, and principal on the above

occasion. Thus, I would not claim that the 9uggestions I have just as-

-

sociated with Alinsky/and Caplan are 'incorroct nes. ‘Neyertheless, I
v believe that they do have limftations as heuristic concepte for the con-

sultant. When the case eiample is-fotmulated in termé;of loyalties and

conflicts, the disagreement between consultant and consudltee over how the

\

-~

(S I
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problem is viewed can be accounted for, but tha\enterprise of trying to ,
- B :
resolve it ténds to take us deep into the complex intrapsvchic pracesgses
R Vi -
of two individuals. 1 hawe found myself wondecing whether such a deep

intrapr§lhic3exploration'is either necessary or sufficient to accomplish

. . § * . .

| , .
the t .ather\limited goals which consultantsygdnerally. pursue, the goals - T

&

of (a} :stablishiné communication'with the consultee and_(b)\helpiné the
' . : . ™ .

LY
’

consul .e become g more effective problem solver. ' N

The twq goals of the consultant just stated seem to me to 'be most ' S

clearly facillitated when one adopts a view of ma.. which Helder and Kelly,
among othars, seemeh to share, and ﬁhich is different from the pleasure;

saeker' view descri ed earlier. I call “his view ''man the 1anguage-builder. .

v

‘.Personal congtructs and attributions, after all, represent a particular

“1anguage of ideas” developéd indorder to organize and understand events.

L] ‘ ) e

“*Although this/tendency to organize and—pnderstand may, in turn, ultimately
depend on manés-search for pleasure, what makes the language builder view_\k
'dfffgrént is that; inhit,‘most intérperéonal events are seen as immediately
determined by the participants ideas rath n(than their needs. This is

consistent with the consultant s goal of communication because *ommunication
) is, first and’ foremost, the transfer bf ideas from one individual'to another.

\

. It is also consistent with the goal of\helping thée consultee become a more

-

=ffective problem solver because problem solving is’ really a cognitive ‘pro- ;

. » LA
cess. Solwing a problem can often depend~on having the appropriate reper- .

tolre of ddeas. It will b: noted however, that I speak of ' appropriate >
. repertoires of 4deas rather than ' 'good" ones. I believe, that it is part’ ”
-jand parcel.of the “langﬁage—bnilder" view ofvggy that laggnages are eval- .

uated only in térmaj;f‘their effectiveness. There are no inherentlv} “cor-. T

o ‘ , . .o
rect’ ways of wviawing.the world, but some ways may be hetter suited than
: S ) . . v ) [}

AY
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others for processino certain clasges of problems. -

Having stated a general philosophical framework for consultation and <

e
- >

-Fsuggested that personal-construct and attribgtionttheories are broadly

.

eonajm::.t with that fiamework, I would now like to turn attention to some
L} . ) - .
., part!- er characterisriCS'of thes~ tuo parent theories. I wi}l then
L, C
brief: - characterize some ot the diff icultiea involved 1in tr(.ulating “these

’

theoretical statements into,practical guides go{'/;:—:;E‘ lta;t, amd fidally
!‘\
:’ v >
' staﬁP some examples of ‘the’ ptactical advice that I believe n ba generated
- »
. by the approach to c0nsultation developed in this paper. 2
hd * . . . . . "

N " Requirements of a Cgnsultation "Heuristic”
Both lleider and’ &elly, \he seminal thinKers in- attribution and personal

S
¢«  construct theory, seem to have-possessed the vieu of‘Ban I have called

.'man the languagerbuilder.‘ Since my perFonal experilences havé-convigced me ;&;
oy P ]

I task of attempting to develop a consulSatioh ”heuristic from these 'theories.

P

. that‘%uch a view'is a useful one for a ronsultant, I have set m&seli the

.

b ?  Bowevse ir, in so doing, I haye found that each theory is;incomplete without
: N . wo

the 61her in dealing- with the realities faced by consultants. I would now

11ke to describe soma of the difficulties which come about in tramslating . .
A, ) \ -

a th&retical moded into an action model and demonstrate hogltwo theories

- a2

'ogethar provide,a stnonger basis for a heuristic model than either one

~
A

would taken alone.

Attributﬂon”theoty and personal construct theory are each rich>theo-
\ / " .

L]

retical statenents, capable of dealing with wide rangas of social pheno-
e ’ - N . . .

mena. I initially characterized them as explanations of the processes by

which.people organize reality, attribu*ion theory peeing people as at-

»

tempting to answer/ 'why"' questions and personal construct theory seeing

. - . . ~ -
. L

Aot
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.them as attempting.to anawen;"what" questions. The differential emphasis,
. . 4 1 .
however, by no means irolies that these ?wo theories have mutnallilextlu—

sive ¢ ains. ln prac:-.ze, why o~d vhat questions are usually closely re-
‘ . : . '

'

§7“~}apfl . one.another. ror exampl:, let us consider thetfollowinq attri-

bu*- statement: :'the chi1d‘di( uot do what I told her t- .« l:acause”

. «:. ’ / ¢v ' ..
! she is5 "2 rebellious child." As pha N ; the statement ansver. - why ques~ .

tion, and attribution theo;% would empuasize that the child, " aither than
\ the self or the situation, ia seen as. the cauae of the event. However,
‘_ * Ty !' ~
| _ the statement 8180 ‘contains a personal Construct in the form of the im-

plied dichotomy betwée\drebellious and nonrebgl}ious children. It thus

alao.answers a what question. Attribution and personal constructs of ten
- .

coexist.//Thus, although each.Gheory ¥s phased elegantly and deductively,

L4 usin as few different terms as possible, it is c1early possible’to use
4
‘ £, . '

terms from either one to describe the gdme phenomena.

< Despite the; verlap just desc?¥ibed, the two theories do develop '
- . . b 3' . Lo .,
-~ . Lt i i N
somewhat different Implications. Since attribution theory operates upon
- - .

"fhe evant,” its time pergpective tends to'be the immediate situation in,
.o * ."‘ ,,' - . -
which the event” takes place/ In the above example, to use Harold

elley s (1967) particularly elegant version of attribution theory, the

e

attributional analysis would concern itself ‘with immediate antecedents

1]

C of the‘attribution, predicting that the particular statement'(ithe child

~= _  did not do what I told har to do because she is a rebellious child") is
' . . . L : \ -
. most’ 11keély to be believed under the following conditions: (4) the
. 4 . * ~ .
““distinctiveness’ criterion (whatevervis\seen ag the cause, in this case

! \ - - .
. S the ‘child's rebelligusness, is prasent when the effect 1s present and ab-

S sent when it is absent), (b) the "consistency criterion" (the‘linkagelof
- —( ~ . . . . . - R ' . ’ .
- thé&cause'and 2ffect.is observed‘repeatedly.nnder a variety of different
L ' ‘ .
\) . / ~a - -
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conditions), and (c) the consensus criterion (the same causal conncc— ,'"

‘tion 18 geen by manv/different observere) This analysis will be use>ul \Q//
-to the consultant whenever he is intereated in understanding why particu-

lar attributions are made in particular situations or if He is inte:ested

in encouraging the émployment of a different attribusiou. Ve will have ~

occasion to refer repeatedly to kelley s three criteria in the remainder

. ‘ . ‘¢ ‘ .
of the paper, - . o ) ‘ (/’\)

! . . . LI

It should be clear, however, as Kelley himself states, -that attribution

theory deals with general 1aws, ndt indiv;dual differences. Kelley con-

sidered 1t a current weakness of the theory QEB; it failed to character- -

o~

"personality differences in the at;ribution process‘ and also failed

to take accourt of "the imgortance of 1abeling [in producing] attribution Lo .

[NY

stability”.(Kelley, 1967, p. 235). 1 would 1iké to add that attribution _ _‘_'
theory also fails to take account of attribution styles that Jie chdrac-

teristic of most or all school-persennel simply by virtue of their parti-
cipation in the school "eulture,” (Sarason, 1970) and alSO\those Yhich |

are characteristic of a particular role in, the school, such as teacher
¢ : .
tor principal ‘ '

' ¢
The above shorc\fomings of attributional analysis are made up for by

"the simultaneous amg;Jyment of conceptsfrgm personal construct theory _\\
The time perspective of ‘the latter theory includes the entire life~history A

of the '‘construct béaring" individual. ,This‘iomes,about because an ip- .
dividual's”constructs are‘defined by their pm vious instances; It is the,

—~

previous instances of rebellio s and non—rebel\i“us children in the personal

| -

.. experlence of the teacher, for instance, which give meaning 'tec the word

N : e

" in the above, cxample. ‘Parsonal construct theory thus éivessus

"rebellious

a language for dealing with individual differences and with the role of

LY



of all the individuals in'a{school, This collective expérience can be

lat{on between tha common man's attribution processes and the more sys-—
. . N

‘labelling’’ mentioned by lelley. Although it does not spzcifically give
us a lagguage'for dealing’with the school ‘culture,” I feel it would be .,

possiula to meaningfully expand 1t in order to do so. iMhat 1s ‘neces-

]

- .sary 1in ordzr to do so is to refer tha meaning of constructs, not to tae

ipdividual cxperiences of individuals, but to the collectivz expewniences
. . fogge

s22n as transcending the period of time during which any ‘one individual

may L.« 'a member of the school staff, énd'the,constructs developed in the
) - * r P

. ’ \
. context of this collective axperience can be seen as transmitted directly

. P |
to naulomers in the process of initiating them into thd belief system of

- \’ . . *
- thevschool. For example, if it is part of a school's ‘cultural” values

that taliing ‘in the hallwayé is a very serious cffense,'new staff members

. y ‘
will tend to adopt that construct even though they did not have it to be~

‘gin with. v /

"

Some ﬁroblcms of application are not delt with explicitly ty.either

attribution thecory or péisonal construct theory. OSpecifically, there is

' ! ; . )
the protlem mentioned by Kelly (1367, p. 235) of characterizing the ''re- _ N

tematic processeshincorpérated in scientific methods.” This can~be'par— - /
ticu;érly iﬁp;rtant fér tﬁ:'consultant because certainly h; and prébablj

dE:érs;in the school possess som2 ideaé from'ﬁsciLnZEfic’ psychology while
others re1§ more on common Sanse. A éecond appIication‘pfoblgﬁ'arises ba~
caus: attribution thiory was éeveloped in terms Jﬁ tha éttribgtions‘which

(

ihé}vidqals make about the characteristics bf other individuals. ﬁbweven,

éheAe is a need for the consultant to ba able to de%l with school staff mem- |
. . , - ¢

. . @ ~ . ¢ “ . ] / b
pers’ —attifudes tovards groups, such as families ¥nd classz2s, and about or- X

AN

ganizations, such as the school as the whole.

[y

_— B . -’ . N

-
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« Iimensions for Consul tants to Consider

In tha remainder of the paper I vould Tike -té dcscribe just a fev of

-

the areas 1in. which personal construct and attribution theories might be

e )
maxticularly useful for thg consultant.: The areas covered exhaust neither

the list of arcas which.l have found it useful to think about in these terms

-— -
\ . ~
b

.nor the list of areas which might:be elucidated by the general system of

\ . ) .
1dlas I have ‘been developing. ‘ . ..

D An dealing with each area, I‘have chosen’ to focus on three géneral as-

- \

pects of the éonsultant's task. These are (a) the discovery of . personal
constructs Pnd attributions of the consultet vHich are rclatiVAly "fixed"
(what_wa might call his 'core” constructs) and the careful phrasing of

consultant advice so-as not to conflict with»tnesa, (b) the discoveryﬁof‘

. -

parsonal constructs and attributions of the consultee which might be more

-

easily altare} and which, 1if altored*_would improvo problem solving be=.
t o

“havior, and " (c) the critical examination of tha oonsultant's own attriﬁ

“*butions and personal constructs {r the ltght of the theory.

I

Personal and impersonal causes.: . o

The first dimension vhic¢h the consultant might find useful to consider
. ’ Y \ 4 *

is ieider's (l958$\distinction:? tveen persenal and' impersonal causes.

.. .
L . b

iteider npted that the ways in vhich "common sense” perceives the actions of:

. X ; .
individuals 1is far differenﬁ than the tray it concelvas of events vhich are

»

B . i
" seen as occuring elther by ‘chance' orsin the working out of «deterministic

1

lavs. In 1its siﬁplest form, Héider's distinction came dovn to the fact
» &
_that people ‘}em to intend to- do what they do//31~reas impersonal causes do
- ¢

»

not. In practice, howpver, the relative personalness .of a causz do:s

X

not come dowm simply to whetﬁer g person was observed to be involved in the

action. Tet us conslder two examples. Firstf & child wﬁo fails at a given
. : e

\
-

.
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task may not n:cessarily bLe semen as ‘Intending” to fail. The ability of

* the child is an ezxample of a trailt whose functioning is relatively imper-
A L Tr——
sonal. 1.:., beyond the child?s control. Sacond, if a teacher finds him-
- A P R
self.thwarged repeatadly from obtaining needed supplies, he may assume

that someone _intends” to keep him from getting them evefi though he has

never observed anyone in the actual act of carrying out that intention.

)

In the latter cas2, the inferénce of personal cause 18 pade.''by defaylt

Lo because the péttern of evcnts 1s one ﬁhic? does not readilyroccur by chance
-/ ¢ . ) .

.+ oT.in the wor!'ing out of physicarjlawé. . '
'Pefsogal'aqd impersonal causes havz particularly strong implications

when thelr effzct is unpleasant, or constitutes a pfoblem. The implication
- £ e ) ’ y o
\ of grzatest importance 1s that only personal causes can be recipieQFs of

blamz. In othzr words, personal causeslsegg_to mobilize a retributive re-

sponsa (purish ‘the offender).rather than a solution (analyze the sichaﬁion,

idantify criéical variables, and qodify_them). "The retributive response,

’ .o . ! 3 :

' al@hough'sgmetimesrperceived as total}y irrational, 1s actually basedﬁon
R ] - ‘ . ’

sound, although'simple,'instrumental logic. An entity which is perceived

1 E - - 0

i t t . i ' )

as having(}hteﬂtiohs vill, of courssz, “be s&eQ as lgkely to modify thoaevin- .

& % ‘ ) ’ : :
- R . ‘ .

tentions if th: in®endzd actions are found,to be followed by punishment.

L A
- On the othar hand, reatribtétion.is clearly irrational whe%”ﬁbplied to enti-
‘ , Al R

ties vhich have no intentions and hence no confroi\over their actions.
//As I have suggested, the” retributive responsé is eften characteri%;d
» o . [ ' ™
as 'irrational., From personal experience, I‘kno% that it iswery easy fér

>

ok
N

things which go wroﬁg in their classes. (Clearly, ths consultant's feeling

consultants to 'blame" those teachers who blame their students for. the

that the teachar is being irrational and also “wrong'' 1is better éoped.witp

51 -

if 4t can be riduced, at 1e§st on a conceptual level, to & question of




EF

- cally navz a'more‘*scientiflc way of thinking than his consultee. I be- !

£

/r“\\ ) ” ,' . ' ) o wtlS: (‘

!

.

dlsacre:m-nt about taethsr the cadse is 1adLad a “narsonal’ on:. Ths teacher

b2 licvas that oroblems in his class are personalIy caﬁcea, vhile the consul-

/,, »

tant beliuves tnay are impersonally causggt\ I will havs more to say about
tuls phenomenon shortly. . Ci . T,
Although some usaful- fmplications for the consultant are, I telleve, \°

already presznt in what has b#n statzd, al.lout psrsonal and iriparsonal forms
N RN AR - - v~ . oL
of causation. I would nowllika'to analyze th: copsultant's rold more tihor-

1 . - R 4

ougnly with re aard to particuiar nroblem§ which ‘arise in this agea. I wiil

- Y * (h .

da this vitﬁ :pccial refarence to méll’Y s quaction alout "the relation be-

- -~ A

tvzzn the common man s attribution proczgs=s aud: thn mora .gy<*ematic oro- '

)

0

A
csssSs incorporated in sgientffic wethods. For, thc consultfnu ‘does typi-

4

i

v

N . 1
L JEEN ! , , ”~

liev%,thatﬁit-is charact:ristic of the mor: Escientific!'forme of bsydhorogy;
) * . \ ' .

as oﬁposed‘E: %ommch‘bensc“ psycholo y, that tHey tend to.§ubstitute im- f:i

—~—

p: roonal causés for ptrsonal ?nes.whuraver possible. This 1= not to say
4
' &
that the- concapt of iﬁ*cntionality is always aostnt. In som= osychologists
(chos; hnich poéit unconscious motivation, in particular) the concepf of .

{ v, ®

intentionallty may evan have an cxgand_c field of aDplicaoility. ’Hov&ver,

i

in these cases the conc: pt 1s dCthsonaliz d’ bv Ctripninﬂ it of the pron¢

. 4 e

erty most cnaractagdstic of 1t in the common senqi view tho prouorty of

(E}Ing under the individual's control: Thus, p&rsonal causation, in t&q\

I 1 ] ’ v & . v
v

sznue 1n vhich we have'béen using, the term, 1§ greatly reduczd in scientifﬂ?

peycholody. A typical problem in’ consultation, then, 1 lik,}y to be tHat
’ \ f

evants’ vhich are vi="ed as uersonally caused by tha consulten\are vieved as
kN . -

'impe;sonally causad Dy the consultant. As an gRarmple, let us eiamine a

~

RIC

' . / s . 1 ' &

typical and plausille tdacher statam:nt; ‘he's alvays trying to disrupt\tﬁe
- - A N 4 N ..

class. I can't let him get/awdy with that.  tow will the consultant-nov

1

T

B ’ . lj : ! .V')i



[

.
;

" provision of;neaningful incentives is preferablevto either,

G . - 16,

' . !
. . i

proceeu to addrnss thq’three major tasks which I previously cnumerated?

.

"irst vhat adviée ‘can the consultant give which wiil be compatible with

the teacher's:''core constructs‘? Clearly, any attempt«to speak of the dy-

A

(namics of the child, of psychological forces-which may compel him to act the'

R
g AN

way be,does, ‘will ba" incompatible. My personal experience suggests to me

that it 1s the exceotion rather than the rul‘e for a teacher to be able to
/ .
respond meaningfully to 9uch an intvhpbychic explanation if she indeed be—
N\ +
lieves that the child s actions" are\fntentional in the common sénseé’ meaning

of that concept. Rather, the consultant might concentrate on the 1gsue of

' what strategy to use to change the child ‘8 presumed intedtions. He might

X3 -
try to 1‘Eonstrate that persuaSion is superior to puniShment or that the

)

\ -

+ Second, how might the consultant determiné’wzfther the teacher's attri-.
' St . (A ' ) . .
"bution could be changed-and ih what direction nig‘t it be most useful to
, Lo ; o : .

-~ «

: . . . vl . .
change 1t? Here Kelley's analysis of the major immediate supports of a
] . . : . ’ / ’
single attribution can be most useful. The consultant might attempt to de-

termine tF.what extept consistency, distinctivenéss and consensus are play-
' SN * ) . “
ing a role in supporcing the attribution. The dimension of consistency

(does the nresumed tause’ appear In a Variety\of differentisituations) Lan T

oe particularly important because intentional acts are usually not performed

v
in all situations, Thus, ’1f the child disrupts the clags by talking softly

%o himself, and it can. be demonstrated that the child alwayg talks to hqh— .

self, the.teacher may beconvinced that the child does not indeed intend to

disrupt the class. <

Thirdly, hoqﬁmav the consultant usefully examine his o}n attributions
in the criticgl light of theory? In general, the consultant should be ex-

“pecially careful that his psychological sophistication 1s not actually

“~

wy

[

[

L

—
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gek{ing in the vay pf giving good advice. Does.iﬁ?rea y help if the child ]
- . . ' ' .

~\

18 not seen asuresﬁonsible for his oyn actions? I_belieVe that 1t does onlyi

/ # - & , .
. if one of the two following conditiona holds:™ (a) the child 1s suffering
‘ ‘ SO N (- . o '
‘ as a result of being blamed for someth%ng-or‘.(b) trere 1s a way_of 861lving

/
v

\ " the problem'whibh‘depends'on identifying 1ts imbersonal cause.

v It should not/be inferred frqm)the above example, however, that the
. N ) .4
P consultant is)always the possessor of 2 "scientific' view while the consultee
‘ e

[y
¢ .

‘holds a common sensa’ one. Somgtimes exactly the oppostte, -occurs. On mhe
' N\

N\

one nand no psychologist however sci’ntific, altogether abandons personal

causation, 1f he did his psychology would be ' mechanistic.’ On the other XZ",

t
[}

hand, school personnel have certain icientific notions of their own. Ty~

' H
pically, they have Been exposed éo some scientific psychology in college
coursés ann}also have beeﬁSencouraged by progessiona ractice to view cer-

N P

tain concents (retardatiofi, achievenent’leverf'learhing disabilities, ete.) ‘
. ' | !
. ‘as cohstituting impersonal causes. When these impersonal causes are em-. .

/ N \
/ —
/‘ ployed to excess it may be necessdry for the consultant to “"rehumanlze' the
e > ’ s
SN poncepts by pantially\repersonalizing them. He may needxto Qemonstrate thav ¢
v oo M : . P ’ : AN . y
« . Y 3 4 . 7 . v
‘ certain impersonal cayses (i.e., a learning disability) can agccournt for some
"” { s LY ‘ ) v : -

. N » ‘ N R . ‘ - \
- oé‘a child's actiongy but that many or most =2f the actions of the child can
A ) { ) Vo . , ' o

still be ‘viewed in a “common sénse' light. : » ) ‘

< oo

The case éxample given earlier in the paper contatnsfan instance of '

" the inappr&priate use of 4 impersonal cause %y a teacher.. In.that example,

!the’teacher belieyed that the student’ could not be held 7Fsponsible for
copying answers on the test hecause he'nas a defective child../ '\, on the
other hand, believed that he could and should‘be glven cZeéit for having
done vhat he did deliberately and consciously. A useful property of @y own

_ personal constructs, in, that instance, were that they allowed me to see the




V/ more impersonal terminology than that used by psychologists. However, the
\‘ .

child's actiohs askpersonally‘caused while still'permitting me to employ

some impersonal caus (the excessive "difficulty" of“the +ast) to suggest

0

a solution which did ot require 'blaming*othe child The teacher' s per-

sonal ponstruéts, in contfast }mplied that there. was ‘a necessary connectiOn

-~
4

between viewing' the Chied as acting intentially and "blaming or punishing

the probablé‘outéome of my directly<addressing this issue and attempting to
e . o

"’ ( modify the” teacher s maﬁadaptive personal construct. '

} ) S
"Levels of organization of p;rsonal cavces. : , oo

As I have suggested, Helder ahd ilelly had a prim:ry interest in. the~

concepts which individuais have aboUt othe{/individual In thinking abOut

e

the application of thair theorﬁés to consultation

- \

howbver, I have had to

. 1.

depart from that grimary f9cus and consider tqe/attribut 5ns which individ-

0

uals make concerning the causal roles of vhat may be called "higher” levels -

— Coeeny '

ofasOcial o;ganization Specificallv, although a Freat many of the impor-
tant attributions/possessed by teacheks conﬁern fndividuaiq, a great many

coneprn such things as the xelationsﬁip between‘two children, the charac-zL

NG * A \

4 %eristics of a. group (such as a,class), the atmosphere of éan entire school »

I
, or the dema?ds of soriety. This’ cdncern witﬁ’higher lngls KL social or-
: ganization is even greater for school officials higher on the hierarchy,) -

4 .

1
such as principals or superintenden;s of schools. I shall discuss the/{ssue
of attributions concerning highgxnlevels of social organization in terms of

l v
a few specific phenomena which seem tp characterize the way these higher - R
l. N - \

leyels are processed in common sense. _ \
Lo t . .
;The personalization of hisher entities. ;he sciences, such as\gocio- -..
) N . s ' : . S
logy, which deal with gfoup“and social phenomena, have generally used even

. ~ - .

hin. Although I did not actually do so, it is interesting’to speculate about

¢ v
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\ o G : ,

fact remains that commog,sens: often personalizes groups, organizations or °
_J ) . chons
even soclety, as the'followling three statéments jllustrate: ''society demands"

N , ’, s - ". ! - \

that chijdren be educhted," 'the class is acting up," "the schdol refused to
~ - \ ° N N N

ol
Ma

-respond to communtty .pressures for change." I would like.to suggest that

‘this personalization of higher entitie;'is a phenomenon which the consultant

'
4

cén make\use of, exploit,” if. 9ou will, in attemptino to, alter the attri*‘
\ »

s bution tendencies of individuals who'have a strong preference for seeing the )

[
‘a . f . 4 .

“wordld 1in terms of»personal‘causes. " - ‘

N EINE : : / Lo .
A A As an.example of how the pé}sonalization of & class might be helpful to

(O : LY

{
* /v a consultant, et us’ consider the case ‘of-a teacher who believes that a cer~

¢ [

‘ _ tain child 1s a "ring leader i e., pé!sesses both the ability and inten-
tion to disrupt the class and frequently . does 80. .The teacher hag a blaming'

, ‘and retributive reSponse to tbis child which is harmful to his general
Q v r .
' growth.and dces not lead to any noticible_improvement; One choilce open to
¥ AY

- : the consultant'is ‘to.attempt to co;bince the teacher that~there are certain ' .

Pl

reasons Jhy the child acts the way he does—-to focus her attention on im—

. ‘petsonal causes of an intrapsychic or intnrpersonal nature. However, as we )
’ ~

have previously suggest:d/ such a change may not be possible for the teachef
v~
. because her reliance on personal causes may result from a "¢are construct."”

N eIn such a case, it may be easier for the consultant to focus thc teacher's
, - < ‘
4 .

attention on the readiness of the clags to be disrupted By enQOuraging )

her to sé\\Fhe lass as beinn mdtivated to engage in chaos and as whlcoming

..disruptions from any sou{'ce, her tendency to blame the individual i's reduced)

:and her ensuing-focusing,pf her attention on the whole group may well lead\)

to better/tooing. * A larger soclal entity can be "blaméd" with lgss1likell~ .
T 1 " 4 - ‘ ) ’ *
hood of harmful consequerices than can an individual. , .
‘ ) . v

To make clear -how a cgnsult\nt might encourage an attribution to a class
' . : v R 7 N ‘ ,- .

. - . * kS . 2

3’ - L L W . "a

T Y, I Ter e
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/

"as a personal cause, I would like to refer once again to Kelley's triad of
. \ '

consistency, distinctiveness and consensus. In this case,’ the relevant di—

,.mension is histinctiveness (the ' cause is always present when the effect is

N \
present and absent when 1t is absent). If the consultant’ can demonstrate
. . I} ~ “. . B X .

.

that other chilgren have disrupted th&¥lass, then the role of -this par-
. + I . ’ .

ticular child will no lenger be distinctive and will not be seen as a cause.

A cause which is distinctive will bg substituted. The teacher may_pérceiVé

~

that the readiness of this particular group (the class) to be disrupted is

' greater than that of other groups with which he is -acquaintéd..

Preference for certain.leyelsﬂ Thgre is already a problem implicit
. i z

LN

in the example given in the preceding paragraph.™ That is, sometimes 4 con-
. : : . » Lo

sultant may wish "to haye people think in terms of groups or oPEanizations_ ‘

ascgausas even vhen there 1s nothing to support such an attribution. ¥n

LY ]

' the’above example, it'may be that theiclass 1s ‘not unusually disruptabde

-

and the disruption is indeed’élways precipitated by one child, All the

. ) 'R \\
attributional evidence points to the child, yet the consultant still be-
lieves that 'group process' is respoﬁsible} |

. . o * . L
\ The essence of the above examplé,consisgs.in the fact that'the con-

'

su}tant prefers to think at the group level vhile the teacher prefers to .

» A

thinw at the individual level. Uhat makes it particﬁlarly difficult for

v‘.-

the consultant is that the usual attributional criteria, consistency, dis-
tinctiveness, and-consensus!.all operate to support the tcacher's view and.

refute the consultaﬁt's.view, at least in the immediate-context,. It cers

,

£ . s ¢ :
tainly seems ad if the child is a distipctive and consistent cause of dfs-

ruption; and he 1is widely viewed that way.

[

foective functioning for the consultant in ‘his case probably depends

on a careful attributional analysis of his own Beliefs with an eye‘toward

-
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detarmining how lie came'tc hold them. le may then have the basis for judg-
ing whetherfit cight be feasible to try to reproduce some of the cdnditions.:
of his oyn iearhing iﬁ order to produce Iearning‘in the teacher. Itvis ’

B quite likely, however, thatﬁthe end result of the consultant's introspec- . -
tiqn will be to conclude that there o . not adequate grounds for changing .
the. teachcor's lev:i of analysis. NEVcttheless,‘simply kﬁowing that cer-!
tain iﬁdividuals seem to‘vrefer cer*. . ievels can be useful to him in

avoiding unnecess qry and counterprodurtive conflicts.

Aosimilatioq ny Ythe membership, . final interesting property of com-

\

. ﬁon.sense views of larger social entities has to do with the fact that what
ot V’i \ ) i . \. )
. 1s attributed to 3 group or dfganization may frequently be seen as charac-

'teristic of the membership rather than the entity, as a ''structured whole."

) A To ﬁake/cieér whaQ/I“mean; let me return to the ortginal example of the
- teacher and. the test paper. i ’
A\- . - In that exahple, a key 1issue, sh ch remained largely implicit but
blwhich had importaﬁt impi cations for(v isteraction with the teacher was
A the difference in how we viewed classes, the phenomenon o membership in
: " classes, qﬁr’the doncept of ability level as apvlied tQ classes, It will
pc\recailed that the teacher saw the child as “defective and hence not
~

really belonging to the cldss. Clearly, the teacher bzlieved that a class
was a place where everyone ﬁad approximately the same ability--those w?g
didn't were not recally ”members" of the cldss although thay migﬂt occupy a
seat in the room. This 1s as example of a'cognitive structure which Gestalt

« . ' -
theorists (as summarized by Heider, 1958) chHaracterized as being dominated

. by the law of "assimilation and contrast." The. teacher tended to divide
. ot )

students into those who fit and those who did not. Those who fit were seen’-

Q as being more similar to each other than they really were and those who did
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not fit yere seen as being more different from the others than they really
were. Part and parcel of this "assimilation and contrast’ structure was

X L4

the tendency to see group characteristics as residing in the membership

(they all had the same "ability level”) rather than in thenéroup stFucture

(there was a certain level of "nifficulty of the material which still al-
~ . . , . « . ’ . -

lows, however, forvthe possibility that some stndents may absorb far more ‘\';
. . K oy . » .
of 1t than others). The fact that the teacher assimilatedioroup charac~-

teristics to the membership was a primary factor keeping him from seeing
o ;. S

the child as part of the class. o) )
. '.; X ‘ . -~ -
It is my helief‘that‘"assimilation by the membership' represents a

) : > N P!
phenomenon which 1s very’cgmmon. It saenls to be one%of the very few uni-

. . ~ Né\i.‘ \ ) ' d
versal laws of psychology that 3imple-.structufes ate initially imposed

by the mind andfonly become dif%erentiated 1f there is some pressure to-
. \' . “\ . )
wards differentiation. The consultant is typically called in\in precisely

s -

those’ instances where the simple structure vhich has pro ven adequate for

- -

8o long has failed to deal with some difficult instance or other. I must \
~ )

confess that I have no easy solution for how to deal with: this phenomenon.
Thus, my recommendations are likely to:be somewhat unsatisfactory.
The .enterprise of~actually dhanOing the cognitive structures which

' \
. peoDle use to think about\groups and organizations isa particularly tricky

.

one. I believe that, in this‘case,,the culture of the school” (Sarason,

’

1970) and the’ Kelley dimension of consensus are of.particular importance.

It ds unilikely that zn individual teacher will begin to think in more dif-
ferentiated‘:erms'on the a;vice-of a. consultant if the dominant way of
\thinking inethé school ispin terms,of-"assiﬁilation by the membership."”
Sarason has emphasized that internentions;&esigned to change fundamental

~ 'regularities” in thq schools often come 'to grief. Whilé certain forums,




v
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such ag teacher training programs (Sarason, Davidson, & Blatt, 1962) ‘may
, - provide viable leverage points for some kinds of change in this general

realm,. the individuanl consultant may he rélatively powerless to change forms

b .
of thinking which are so institqfionaﬂized: "
- On the other hand, one need not be hearly so pessimistic about changing

r

‘the 8 pecific attributions which arise 1in the conrse of a teqcher s attempt~
3\ . Q “

" ing to account.-for thase "puzzling events which do not ?it easily 1nto the

VErall “assﬁmilation and contrast structure."_ ln.the case.of;the teacher
m
and the test papex, for example, the consultadt could si i;>cantly affect

the teacher s>adapt;ve functioning even though he did nothi g to change the
way he thought about clasges and ability\levqisl\ He could.do this by ad-

dressing what I shall call a secondary sttributioh " » ' ‘ e

’,
In order for the teacher in the main casg' example\to accept the fact

. that this child, who wasn t really a member of the class, was, sitting in his..

-

classroom and peing treated "as 1f" 'he really was a member, he had to have

N a satisfactory explanation ‘He resortedeto a squndary attribution,'at-'“

') /

tributing the child s presence in ‘the class to the fact that certain futhor-
ities EéEEEQ.him to be there. This “secondary attribution" was maladaptive
because it resulted in® a particularly low level ofhcommitnent on the\teachéi
"er's part. ‘Thus,‘a‘meaningfulﬂroleuﬁor&the‘consultént might be to try and

change this secondaryjattribution te-one which resulted in a higher degree of
. . — 'S . ,

'commitment. For'example; the teacher might be induced\to regard the presence

of the child as a potential 1earning expérience for him ("learn how to help

‘\\*that kind of child because I might go into special education someday '). The
general principle illustrated is that of finding the attributions which may: ¢

be changed'rather thanﬁyorrying about the ones which are difficult to”thange.
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Conclusion
*I have discussed only a few of the ways in which attribution and per-
sonal’ construct theories might be applied to the consultation process. I
ﬁope that the examples I have given will demonstrate the potential- fruit-
. ’ ) . 7 o
. fulness of the approach, @and lead to further develcpme;?s and elaborations:
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