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From the Conveners
In October 2017, leading scholars across fields including the developmental sciences, economics, educational research 
methodology, and law gathered at Boston College to discuss research with significant implications for improving educa-
tional and economic opportunity in America . The Mary E . Walsh Center for Thriving Children at the Boston College 
Lynch School of Education convened 29 scholars to discuss research on integrated student support (ISS), a school-
based approach to promoting achievement by coordinating community and school-based supports and services to target 
both academic and non-academic barriers to learning . 

A focus on ISS strategies is timely . Our nation is seeing a proliferation of attempts to meet the complex needs of 
children in schools . These community-involved efforts are increasingly supported by state and federal investments, and 
the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 includes language recognizing the importance of ISS to improve student out-
comes . In addition, research is producing insights with broad implications for both policy and practice . These include an 
enhanced understanding of the influences of poverty and trauma on learning, and how these impacts can be addressed; 
and promising empirical research demonstrating relationships between ISS and student outcomes . 

Over a day and a half, this interdisciplinary group of leading researchers focused on three primary aims:

	§ To distill what we know about ISS

	§ To determine gaps in knowledge about what does and does not work in ISS and why

	§ To develop key research questions to define a national agenda that can ultimately inform the policy and 
practice of integrated student support

This report synthesizes the discussions and presentations that took place during the conference, and outlines a research 
agenda to advance our understanding of ISS .

The challenge facing America’s schools is urgent . According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 52% of 
students nationwide are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch . We must find ways to educate children living in poverty 
and other challenging circumstances to be ready to participate in 21st century civic and community life and the work-
force . Understanding ways to help all children achieve academic success and thriving is of utmost importance . We are 
grateful to all of the attendees of the conference, whose collaboration and insights advance this vital conversation .

Mary Walsh, Ph.D.
Daniel E. Kearns Professor in Urban 
Education and Innovative Leadership
Department of Counseling, 
Developmental & Educational Psychology

Executive Director
Center for Thriving Children 
Lynch School of Education 
Boston College

Erin Sibley, Ph.D.
Research Fellow
Center for Thriving Children 
Boston College

Joan Wasser Gish, J.D. 
Director of Strategic Initiatives
Center for Thriving Children 
Boston College
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Executive Summary
In October 2017, 29 leaders in educational research and methodology gathered at Boston College to better understand 
the current state of the research on ISS and to begin developing research questions to form a national agenda to move 
this nascent field forward in the next decade . A broad consensus emerged on several points . 

	§The time for this research is ripe . Social, demographic, economic, and policy trends at local and national levels all 
signal the critical importance of systematic, effective ways to coordinate school- and community-based supports for 
students . 

	§There is already promising evidence that comprehensive supports can promote students’ academic achievement and 
life chances, and it is worthwhile to build on this evidence base . 

	§Researchers must now seek to understand ISS implementation more deeply, including the influence of context and 
the relative importance of different elements and features of ISS interventions . Finally, as they continue to study 
outcomes for students, researchers should widen their lens—for example, pursuing more studies of non-academic 
outcomes .

Specific ways to pursue this work include taking advantage of the het-
erogeneity across ISS interventions to probe the importance of different 
inputs . Also, exploring systemic impacts can help align research with 
theories of change, which are often complex in ISS because of the network 
of relationships ISS interventions often facilitate across schools, families, 
neighborhoods, and communities . Natural experiments may arise, with 
opportunities to use existing data . Qualitative methods will be critical to 
understand both inputs and outcomes . 

Finally, there was agreement that paying attention to generalizability of 
findings across populations of schools and students and studying the benefits 
of ISS interventions relative to their costs will be important if research 
on ISS is to be relevant and useful to policymakers, school districts, and 
communities . 

Attendees collaborated to distill a number of research priorities for the field, which are presented in the form of a 
research agenda before the conclusion of this report . 

Social, demographic, 
economic, and policy 

trends at local and national 
levels all signal the critical 
importance of systemic, 

effective ways to coordinate 
school- and community-

based supports for students
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Low-income families 
have limited access to the 
material and psychosocial 

resources needed to 
support learning and child 

development  

Setting the Stage: The New American Economy 
and What It Means for Education
The provision of ISS has begun to burgeon in this country as the number of children living in poverty has increased . 
To explain the current context of education in America, Professor Henry Braun opened the conference by sharing his 
work with the Opportunity in America Project at the Educational Testing Service . He explained how demographic and 
educational trends combine with new demands of our technology-driven globalized economy to produce devastating 
life prospects and outcomes for low-income people and those with low levels of education . 

Professor Richard Murnane also spoke about new demands of the American workforce, namely, that changes in the 
economy have increased the importance of both academic and social skills . These changes, combined with growing 
segregation in the United States, have made it especially difficult for low-income youth to develop the skills needed to 
obtain well-paying jobs and break free of the cycle of poverty . 

Growing Inequality in the United States
Extensive research has documented the differences between being born into poverty 
and being born into a middle-class family . The risks associated with growing up in 
poverty include lower achievement, higher rates of externalizing and internalizing 
problems, and adolescent criminality .1 Recent work in neuroscience has demon-
strated that children in low-income families on average have less brain surface area 
than their non-poor counterparts, and these physical differences are associated with 
lower cognitive functioning in poor children .2

Achievement gap
The size of the achievement gap between poor and affluent children is comparable to the gap between fourth and eighth 
grade students .3
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Integrated Student Support as a Potential Solution
As the divide between students across socioeconomic 
classes grows, schools cannot close the achievement gap 
without a systemic approach to addressing out-of-school 
disadvantage . Schools have traditionally had a fragmented 
and incomplete approach to student support, serving a 
small number of high-need students and focusing on 
risk without addressing the full range of strengths and 
needs . Student support typically has not operated as a core 
function of schools .12

In response to these circumstances, scholars have called for 
schools to adopt comprehensive, coordinated approaches 
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Understanding Integrated Student Support and 
Its Evidence Base
What is Integrated Student Support?
ISS is a general term for coordinated efforts to connect individual students to specific supports, enrichments, and  
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At the same time, because specific ISS approaches emerged from the work of practitioners responding to need, there  
is variation within these five categories, and different approaches may emphasize other important categories, such as 
close partnerships with families . As discussed below, a critical area for research identified at the conference is to better 
understand the essential elements of ISS within these categories, allowing our framework to evolve with research . 

What Do We Know About Integrated Student Support 
Approaches?
A comprehensive review of the existing research base on ISS was published by Child Trends in 2017 .18 That review 
concluded that research to date finds a mix of positive and null (non-significant) findings, but generally does not find 
negative effects across evaluations . Several strong evaluations found support for particular ISS models . Additionally, 
recent studies have demonstrated that ISS yields a net financial return on investment . 

Although analytic approaches and sample selection methods have varied widely, the research base on outcomes of ISS 
interventions is small but growing . 

Findings include:

	§ Improved academic achievement, measured by report card grades and standardized test scores19 20 

	§ Improved attendance, greater credit completion, and lower high school dropout rates21 22

	§ School engagement23

	§ Lower incidence of risky behavior (e.g., drug use, teen pregnancy)24

	§ Improved classroom behavior, work habits, and effort25

	§ Better school climate26

	§ Student-staff relationships27 28

	§ An economic return on investment29 30 31

During the conference, five scholars presented research and evaluation results for specific ISS interventions . In review-
ing what we have learned from the existing research, these scholars presented evidence that ISS can make a difference 
for students . 

Hannah Lantos and Kristin Anderson Moore summarized information from the 2017 Child Trends report on ISS 
approaches . The report highlighted that most results from outcome evaluations are positive or null, and that studies 
examining non-academic outcomes are largely missing from the field . 

Anastasia Raczek presented evidence that students experiencing City Connects in elementary school outperform 
comparison peers on report card scores and test scores in elementary and middle school, and have lower rates of chronic 
absenteeism and dropout in high school . Positive outcomes converge across a number of rigorous methodologies, 
including propensity score weighting, difference-in-differences analyses, and regression discontinuity . 





12 Comprehensive Services for Children in Poverty

Additionally, the degree to which an intervention is integrated within the school varies considerably across programs . In 
some schools, a staff member is paid full-time to implement the intervention and connect students to services, whereas 
in other schools, a part-time volunteer may hold this role . In some interventions, services may actually be located within 
the school campus, such as a community medical center within the school . These differences may have consequences 
on student and family outcomes . By engaging in the task of better understanding the quality of components in ISS 
interventions, we may be able to better define what it means to “tailor” student support . 
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Methodological Considerations
Presentations from professors Diego Luna Bazaldua, Lisa Gennetian, 
and Pamela Morris introduced key methodological considerations 
for the evaluation of ISS interventions and their interpretations, 
and professor Henry Levin offered methodological considerations 
for economic analysis . A larger conversation with the full group of 
participants followed, centered on methodological challenges and 
opportunities . The primary themes of these discussions focused on 
systems, fidelity of implementation, generalizability, and the utility  
of research-practice partnerships .

Systems
As described in the prior section of this report, ISS approaches are rooted in systems theories, suggesting that children’s 
development is a result of their interactions with the various environments in which they exist . These environments also 
influence each other, so that characteristics of the school, home, and community interact to influence the child’s trajec-
tory . In keeping with this theory, most ISS interventions seek to intervene in the various contexts where children may 
face risk factors: the school, home, and community, while also drawing on the strengths of those contexts . Therefore, 
most interventions have a theory of change that align with systems theory, taking into account the ways that students, 
their families, school personnel, and the community may impact a student’s experience with the intervention, while also 
considering the impact the intervention has on all of these key figures in a child’s life . 

For this reason, in-depth, descriptive work that is both qualitative 
and quantitative is needed to understand each of the components in 
the system . For example, since two-thirds of the variance in student 
achievement is due to out-of-school factors,22 and the family context is 
significant, more work is needed to understand how the entire family 
is impacted by an ISS intervention received by the child . Studying the 
quality and connection of partnerships with schools could also offer 
insight into how community agencies improve what is happening at 
school . These complex systems may also be candidates for social network 
analysis, to uncover which parts of the network are strong and where 
connections are lacking . 

Theory-driven research is a major need, so that appropriate methodologies can be mapped onto research questions 
rather than vice versa . However, some interventions did not evolve from theoretical underpinnings, but were instead 
developed in response to immediate needs facing a particular community . These interventions should work to probe 
the developmental theories that likely inform their models, create a coherent theory of change that acknowledges all 
aspects of the system, and then elucidate research questions based on these theories and choose methodologies that will 
best answer the research questions . On the other hand, some qualitative research methods, such as grounded theory, are 
inductive and exploratory with the goal of developing theory grounded in data drawn from experience and practice . This 
in-depth qualitative work may offer a unique and important perspective on how interventions function . 

ISS approaches may be so complex that experiments testing a single mechanism of change at a time may not be  
appropriate . However, having a strong theory of change for these models will help researchers to design better  

ISS interventions seek to 
intervene in the various 

contexts where children may 
face risk factors: the school, 

home, and community, while 
also drawing on the strengths 

of those contexts
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Areas for Action: A Research Agenda
Based on the presentations and discussions, we have distilled the following priorities into an agenda to guide research 
on integrated student support in the years to come . The conference attendees were given a preliminary draft of this 
research agenda to provide feedback to us, and the resulting agenda incorporates their suggestions . 

Context
Integrated Student Supports occur within a complex set of variables which may differ qualitatively and quantitatively, 
depending on context .

	§Conditions for success
What is the constellation of conditions needed in a school or community for ISS to be successful? 

	§Understanding contexts of implementation
How do contextual features such as leadership, resources, or relationships influence the implementation of ISS?

Implementation
In-depth research is needed to understand the differences across components in various programs and how they work to 
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Conclusion 
More research on ISS is needed, and it is needed now . As the achievement gap widens between poor and non-poor 
students, already overburdened schools are struggling to keep up with properly educating students who come to school 
with the burden of poverty and its developmental sequelae . Rigorous, descriptive and inferential research on ISS will 
help to identify the most important elements of ISS so that it can be more easily scaled and made available to all 
students across the country in an efficient and sustainable manner . 

Discussions on the state of extant research revealed that there is promising evidence for the effects of ISS on academic 
outcomes . However, we still have much to learn about how each component of ISS works on its own, and as part of a 
comprehensive intervention . Specifically, research should examine the differences in implementation components across 
various approaches to ISS, and then should seek to understand the processes through which each of these compo-
nents work to impact student outcomes . Although research on the relationship between ISS and academic outcomes 
is increasing, more research is needed to understand the relationship between ISS and behavioral-social-emotional 
outcomes .

Despite randomized controlled trials being viewed by many as the “gold standard” in research, these studies are not 
always feasible or appropriate for ISS models . Research should continue to use alternative approaches to addressing 
internal bias, such as those that take advantage of natural experiments . Further, descriptive, mixed-methods work, orga-
nized as part of research-practice partnerships, will help to advance our understanding of the mechanisms underlying 
how ISS approaches impact students, families, teachers, schools, and communities . 

Research on ISS is of critical importance, as these approaches have the potential for a strong return on investment, 
providing both long- and short-term impacts on student and family outcomes, while also providing a cost-effective way 
to prepare future generations of the American workforce to compete in a rapidly changing economy . 
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http://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf
http://www.epi.org/publication/ib286/
http://www.epi.org/publication/ib286/
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23 . Mowbray, C . T ., Holter, M . C ., Teague, G . B ., & Bybee, D . (2003) .

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2017.12.001
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2016/06/03/wrap-around-cost-estimates-for-wrap-around-services/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2016/06/03/wrap-around-cost-estimates-for-wrap-around-services/
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