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Integrated student 
support is a strategy 
for “promoting 
students’ academic 
success by securing 
and coordinating 
supports that target 
academic and non-
academic barriers 
to achievement” in 
order to improve 
student outcomes.

Introduction
The tidal wave of need that regularly lights up the phone lines, inboxes, 
and calendars of federal leaders is a relentless feature of the COVID-19 
pandemic. From wealthy suburbs to poor inner cities and rural areas, 
businesses are struggling and food lines are long. The funds flowing 
through the stimulus packages seem big on paper in Washington and 
paltry on the ground, in district. 

When leaders turn to the regular federal budget and survey the existing 
labyrinth of programs, services, agencies, and funding streams designed 
to reach children, youth, and families across education, social services, 
agriculture, youth development, health and mental health services—
there are sizable investments. But when understood in the context of 
historic and pandemic-driven increases in child poverty, hunger, trau-
ma, academic learning loss, and limited opportunities, ways to ensure 
those services are delivered effectively and efficiently to our youngest 
Americans seem both urgent and hard to identify.

They are urgent because the impacts of poverty—or a pandemic—are 
understood to have negative impacts on healthy child development, 
learning, and life-long opportunity. Research building on the theories of 
Nobel Prize winning economist Gary Becker finds that children grow-
ing up in poverty, or during COVID-19, have less access to the type of 
resources and experiences that promote learning, and are more likely 
to experience prolonged periods of toxic stress that can disrupt healthy 
brain development and readiness to gain academic and social-emotional 
skills. For many Black and Latino families, the compounding effects of 
systemic racism add to the stresses and deprivations of poverty and the 
pandemic.

Over the last fifteen years, however, effective and cost-efficient systems 
of support for children and families have been honed by insights from 
the sciences of learning and child development, and experimentation in 
communities, to point towards an effective strategy suited to the chal-
lenges of the pandemic and the longer-term: integrated student support.
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Integrated Student Support
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The Science: In Brief
Over the last few decades, practitioners and policymakers have learned a great deal from scientific research about 
what all children need to be successful in school and in life. Neuroscientists can show dramatic differences in 
brain structure between children who grow up with the supports and basic resources that all children need, and 
those who do not. Researchers in developmental psychology and cognitive science have illuminated how various 
contexts and risk factors can impact how children develop and learn. This leads to a deepened appreciation of 

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/%20science/key-concepts/toxic-stress/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/%20science/key-concepts/toxic-stress/
http://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/abs/10.1377/hlthaff.2014.0914
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Impact of Integrated Student Support
Evidence demonstrates that integrated student support approaches can contribute to academic progress.  
Mounting evidence shows that students who receive effective integrated student support demonstrate:

	§ improved attendance, effort, and engagement;

	§ higher academic achievement;

	§ reduced high school dropout rates; and

	§ better social and emotional outcomes.

For example, two national research reviews by Child Trends and a separate evaluation by American Institutes 
for Research (AIR) examined the evidence base emerging from interventions such as the City Connects, 
Communities In Schools in Chicago, and Diplomas Now, and the BARR model, respectively. Findings from a sub-
set of these programs show that implementation of scientifically-based effective practices significantly improve 
student outcomes. They are described below.

The Building Assets, Reducing Risks (BARR) model provides schools with a comprehensive approach to meet-
ing the academic, social, and emotional needs of all students. The BARR model relies on eight interconnected 
strategies to bolster students’ strengths and address their needs through a holistic approach to child development 
that includes restructuring high school schedules, creating cohorts of students served by teacher teams, provid-
ing professional development, conducting regular risk reviews, fostering social and emotional learning through 
BARR’s I-Time curriculum, and engaging families and administrators in student learning. Most commonly imple-
mented at the ninth grade level, BARR is beginning to be introduced in middle school and continued throughout 
high school. Research shows that over the course of three years, the BARR model is effective in reducing course 
failure rates by an average of 40 percent in large urban schools and 29 percent in smaller rural schools. Additional 
research shows that the BARR model has a positive, statistically significant impact on math and reading scores 
while improving student experience and teacher satisfaction.

City Connects is an intervention that creates a personalized network of resources and opportunities for each 
student in a school by coordinating student supports drawn from existing school- and community-based services. 
In 2017-18, City Connects worked in schools in five states serving 26,000 children in Pre-K through 8th grade. 
School coordinators developed an individualized plan of support and opportunity for each student in consultation 
with teachers, staff, and families. They fulfilled these plans by connecting students to more than 261,000 services 
from over 1,200 unique community-based organizations. Grounded in the science of child development and inte-
grated into 100 schools, multiple peer-reviewed studies show that students who received these tailored integrated 
supports during elementary school demonstrated better effort, grades, and attendance, and went on to significant-

http://www.childtrends.org/publications/making-grade-prog- ress-report-next-steps-integrated-student-supports
http://www.childtrends.org/publications/making-the-grade-assessing-the-evidence-for-integrated-student-supports
http://www.bc.edu/content/ dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/pdfs/AERAreport.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858418799085
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/ISS_ChildTrends_February2018. pdf
https://barrcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/FinalreportforBARRi3Developmentgrant-ERICupload.pdf
http://www.christenseninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/The-Educators-Dilemma.pdf
/content/dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/City%20Connects%20progress%20report%202020.pdf
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Percentage of students scoring at proficient or above, Massachusetts State Test (MCAS) Math
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/content/dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/pdfs/the-impact-of-comprehensive-student-support-on-teachers-knowledge-of-the-whole-child-classroom-practice-and-teacher-support.pdf
http://www.renniecenter.org/sites/default/files/Understanding%20School%20Climate%20Research%20Brief_0.pdf
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/583b86882e69cfc61c6c26d- c/t/58cfdcba1b631bf52d377cd8/1490017468049/CityConnects.pdf
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The Business Case for Integrated Student Support
With competing priorities and limited resources, federal, state, and local leaders seek to invest in programs and 
approaches that have a strong return on investment. Columbia University economists assessed the costs and bene-
fits of the City Connects model of integrated student support. Including the cost of implementing City Connects 
and the costs of the comprehensive services to which children and families get connected—such as food, clothing, 
after school programs, medical care, mental health counseling, and family services—researchers found that it 
produces $3 in benefits for every $1 invested across all sectors. If effective systems of integrated student support 
were widely implemented, existing investments in children and families could be producing triple the benefits. 
Moreover, taking into account what schools typically spend on student support without a resource-coordination 
model, researchers find that costs of “business as usual” student support are not much less than a more effective 
integrated student support approach.

The researchers note in Prevention Science, that effective approaches to integrated student support, like City 
Connects, are “a sound investment and should be considered an option to address the needs of students and to 
prevent future crises from disrupting their learning.” This builds on earlier cost-effectiveness research which 
found that for every dollar invested in programs and services for children and their families, effective coordina-
tion resulted in a societal return of $3 for every $1 spent. 

In other words, a small investment to enable schools to effectively coordinate comprehensive services for 
students can produce both short- and long-term efficiencies as well as better outcomes, tripling the beneficial 
impacts of dollars across numerous segments of the federal (state, and local) budget.

Cost compared to benefit
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http://static1.squarespace.com/static/583b86882e69cfc61c6c26dc/t/5bc4d-8d4e4966bc550288a1c/1539627225062/Bowden_etal_ESSS_2018.pdf
https://cityconnectsblog.files.wordpress.com/2019/03/df089-bowden_20etal_esss_2018.pdf
https://cityconnectsblog.files.wordpress.com/2019/03/e92a7-cityconnects.pdf
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Leading for Change at the Federal Level 

The current landscape 
Across the country, states and municipalities have been taking steps in this direction. Nevada, Pennsylvania, 
and Washington State have passed integrated student support legislation. Massachusetts and Washington have 
adopted research-informed protocols for integrated student support. States like Indiana, North Carolina, Ohio, 
Texas, and West Virginia have included evidence-based integrated student support programs, like Communities 
In Schools and City Connects, in their budgets. Communities like Springfield and Salem, Massachusetts and 
Hamilton County, Tennessee have embarked on transforming the resources and services available across their 
cities into well-honed delivery systems that can meet the needs of students and families to support healthy child 
development, learning, and thriving.

In Congress too, integrated student support, alone and as a pillar of community schools, is emerging as a strategy. 
Building on long standing policies that supposed comprehensive approaches could drive student achievement and 
opportunity, the Every Student Succeeds Act made integrated student support an allowable use of Title I and Title 
IV funds. Currently, there is integrated student support (or “integrated student services”) language in the House 
Labor-HHS FY21 Budget Report, and it is an allowable or mandatory use of funds in a handful of recent bills. It 
is also increasingly identified as an approach to component of, community schools, including in the Full Service 
Community School Expansion Act (S.4865 116th), and is advanced by organizations like the Learning Policy 
Institute, the Sciences of Learning and Development (SoLD) alliance, and the Partnership for the Future 
of Learning.

WHAT MAKES INTEGRATED STUDENT SUPPORT EFFECTIVE? 
Federal policymakers can create the conditions for successful implementation at the local level, and realize long-term benefits to children, 
families, and taxpayers. Key to efficacy seems to be integration of a customized set of supports at the level of the child and family, 
employing best practices: 

Customized: each student receives a customized set of supports and opportunities designed to address their specific strengths and needs. 
This universal approach draws on public health and the prevention sciences, and helps to avoid or mitigate the impacts of life’s punches on 
children and families. 

Comprehensive: Because children develop simultaneously across all domains of development, it is important to support their strengths 
and needs in a coherent and comprehensive way to ensure a stable foundation for growth.  For one student, that may include literacy 
support in school, participation in an after school baseball program, access to food and clothing, and assistance to the family to apply for 
unemployment insurance. For another student, that may include a visit to a pediatrician, a vision check, a mentor, and connection to a 
theater group. 

Coordinated: A point person in the school ensures coordination of services with the family, school, and community-based organizations. 
This reduces duplication and allows for support in problem solving around issues like language barriers, transportation, and accountability. 

Continuous: Effective approaches are ongoing and systematic, so that support is not a matter of luck but a regular and sustained 
component that helps to respond to changes over time. This is especially important now during COVID-19, as many families are suddenly 
shaken by illness, job loss, eviction, and other disruptions.

Data-informed: Use of data to inform decisions about how to make schools and communities more responsive to the real-time, actual 
needs of children and families can yield both greater impact and improved efficiency.

/content/dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/pdfs/ISS State Policy Toolkit.pdf
https://tea.texas.gov/texas-schools/support-for-at-risk-schools-and-students/communities-in-schools
https://tea.texas.gov/texas-schools/support-for-at-risk-schools-and-students/communities-in-schools
https://cityconnectsblog.org/2019/10/31/ohio-incorporates-city-connects-into-its-state-budget/
https://cityconnectsblog.org/2019/11/22/city-connects-a-decade-of-growth-in-springfield/
https://cityconnectsblog.org/2018/09/20/city-connects-weaves-webs-of-support-in-salem/
https://www.hcde.org/newsroom/hamilton_county_launches_children_s_cabinet
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/8126?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22%5C%22wraparound%5C%22%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=10
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/
https://www.soldalliance.org/
https://futureforlearning.org/
https://futureforlearning.org/


/content/dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/pdfs/ISS State Policy Toolkit.pdf
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s4257
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s4257
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s4257
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s4257
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s4257
https://www.communitiesinschools.org/our-data/publications/publication/integrated-student-supports-state-policy-toolkit
/content/dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/COVID Action Guide_V7.pdf
/content/dam/bc1/schools/lsoe/sites/coss/COVID Action Guide_V7.pdf
https://kdhnews.com/news/education/communities-in-school-expanding-services-to-more-kisd-schools/article_5d8fe42e-d4a4-11e9-a619-eb2df2a5fd0d.html
https://kdhnews.com/news/education/communities-in-school-expanding-services-to-more-kisd-schools/article_5d8fe42e-d4a4-11e9-a619-eb2df2a5fd0d.html
https://www.renniecenter.org/initiatives/massachusetts-teaching-learning-network
https://cityconnectsblog.org/2019/11/22/city-connects-a-decade-of-growth-in-springfield/
https://cityconnectsblog.org/2018/09/20/city-connects-weaves-webs-of-support-in-salem/
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Support states and municipalities to develop low-cost infrastructure to facilitate resource coordination. As 
information from research and practice grows, and evidence-based practices are identified, schools and districts 
may need support to identify their current needs and assets, and implement effective practices. While the precise 
constellation of assets and needs varies from school to school and community to community, there are common 
needs across sites implementing integrated student support strategies. Many of these needs can be efficiently 
addressed via the creation of a shared infrastructure. This may include decisions to: 

	§ develop policies and funding streams that facilitate local capacity to deliver effective integrated student 
support. 

	§ provide professional development and coaching to support implementation aligned with best practices. 

	§ connect technology to allow for school-based coordinators to see certain child-level data, create individualized 
plans, and rapidly understand the resources available in the school and community. 

	§ create a management structure, ideally within the school district, that allows for management, alignment with 
district priorities, joint problem solving, and oversight. 

Invest in comprehensive services to benefit child and family wellbeing
The impacts of the pandemic heighten the need for continued investment in federal programs that provide com-
prehensive student and family supports. 

Improve students’ access to food. Remove the reduced-price category for school meals and expand the eligibil-
ity threshold for free school meals to 200 percent of poverty. Mandate breakfast after the bell in all high-poverty 





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This brief is authored by Joan Wasser Gish of the Boston College Center for Thriving Children. It is a companion piece to one for local 
and state leaders published in partnership with the Center for Promise at Boston University. All opinions and errors belong to the 
author. She wishes to thank colleagues in both organizations, especially Dr. Mary Walsh, Dr. Claire Foley, Ryan Hand, Kayla Benitez 
Alvarez and Elizabeth Dowgert at Boston College; and Dr. Jonathan Zaff, John Gomperts, Monika Kincheloe, and Marissa Cole at 
Boston University and America’s Promise. This brief is dedicated to all of our children, youth, and families who deserve and inspire 
better systems of opportunity for all.  

CITATION 
Wasser Gish, J. (2021). Building Systems of Integrated Student Support: A Policy Brief for Federal Leaders. Chestnut Hill, MA: Boston 
College Center for Thriving Children.

Mary E. Walsh Center for Thriving Children 
Boston College 

Campion Hall 305D 
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467


