
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
State and local leaders help to fund and govern schools, social services 
agencies, youth development programs, health, and mental health pro-
viders that serve children, youth, and families. When leaders examine 
the existing tangle of programs, services, agencies, and funding streams 
in the context of deep needs among children and persistent academic 
achievement and opportunity gaps, impactful ways to transform cha-
otic service delivery systems are often hard to identify and harder to 
realize. Over the last fifteen years, however, insights from the sciences 
of child and youth development, experimentation in communities, and 
mounting outcomes data point to an approach that is producing results: 
integrated student support. 

Integrated student support is a strategy for promoting students’ aca-
demic success by securing and coordinating supports that target aca-
demic and non-academic barriers to achievement in order to promote 
improved student outcomes.1 Well implemented integrated student 
support has the power to boost academic and life outcomes  
by efficiently directing existing services and resources towards the 
well-being of students. 

This brief distills insights from the sciences and lessons learned from 
practitioners to provide leaders at the municipal and state levels with 
policy recommendations and guidance to advance effective systems of 
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These experiences are strongly related to poor academic engagement and performance, and negative health and 
behavioral outcomes later in life, such as heart disease, depression, obesity, cancer, substance abuse, and lowered 
economic productivity.5 

Effectively serving children and families is a challenge to states and the communities within them. Annual budget 
allocations, specialized agencies and nonprofits, dedicated and compassionate service providers, and committed 
leadership have not yet lived up to their potential to be powerful enough engines of opportunity for the next 
generation. There is now clear evidence that earlier interventions and comprehensive approaches will make a 
significant difference for students who are facing complex learning and life challenges.6 More recent research, 
and insights from schools and communities serving children and families, give us a road map to help disrupt the 
relationship between adversity and lowered life chances—and to create systems of opportunity to help all children 
develop, learn, and thrive. 

INTEGRATED STUDENT SUPPORT IN ACTION 
Fifth grader, Maya C.* walked into school crying. She was being bullied on the bus because she was picked up outside a homeless shelter, 
she explained to Mr. Williams,* a school staff member. 

In some schools the conversation would stop there: bullies admonished, tears dried, and into the classroom, just another child who is part 
of a mounting wave of students experiencing homelessness.7 

But in a growing number of places, Maya’s tears activate a web of support. The staff person turns to an on-site coordinator who does  
daily check ins with Maya, helps her to talk with her teachers, reaches out to her family, and discovers that Maya and her three siblings 
lost everything and are in need of clothing, shoes, and basic school supplies. The coordinator also learned that the mother not only needs 
to find stable housing, but is now in an unfamiliar neighborhood and needs to know where to find food, a church, and transportation to 
her job.

The coordinator, who is the hub of a system of integrated support for children like Maya, will bring together the resources of the school 
and the resources of agencies and nonprofits across the city to help Maya’s family, and keep Maya on track to succeed in school. 

The coordinator will do this for each and every child in the school, year-in and year-out, because Maya and her siblings are not alone. 
*Names have been changed for this report. 
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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.8 Researchers in developmental psychology and cognitive science have illuminated how various 
contexts and risk factors can impact how children develop and learn.9 This leads to a deepened appreciation of 
the importance of simultaneously supporting development across the social, emotional, cognitive, physical, and 
language domains.
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Impact of Integrated Student Support
Evidence demonstrates that integrated student support approaches can contribute to academic progress.18 
Mounting evidence shows that students who receive effective integrated student support demonstrate:

	§ improved attendance, effort, and engagement;19

	§ higher academic achievement;20

	§ reduced high school dropout rates;21 and

	§ better social and emotional outcomes.22 

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.23 Findings from a sub-
set of these programs show that implementation of scientifically-based effective practices significantly improve 
student outcomes.24 They are described below.

The Building Assets, Reducing Risks (BARR) model provides schools with a comprehensive approach to meeting 
the academic, social, and emotional needs of all students. The BARR model relies on eight interconnected strate-
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The Business Case for Integrated Student Support
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Leading for Change at the Local Level 

The current landscape 
Across the nation, a wide range of activities to address the complex and changing needs of children, youth, and 
families, including integrated student support, are already underway. Some of the terms used to describe efforts 
that have taken root are “wraparound,” “collective impact,” “community schools,” “comprehensive services,” 
“Promise Neighborhoods,” “Full-Service Schools,” or “integrated student support.” These efforts are taking place 
in hundreds of schools and communities including Cincinnati, Tulsa, Jennings, Missouri, New York, and Hartford. 
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R E CO M M E N DAT I O N S

for Local Leaders 
The following are recommendations that local leaders can use to 
guide implementation of community-wide systems that support 
healthy child development, learning, and thriving.

“The integrated 
focus on academics, 
social services 
and community 
engagement leads 
to improved student 
learning, stronger 
families and healthier 
communities. 
Teachers can focus 
on teaching, knowing 
that their students’ 
other needs are being 
met.” 

Superintendent Paul Cruz, Austin 
Independent School District, Austin, Texasi 

Adopt a whole community, whole child 
approach
Articulate a vision. Talking about the potential impact of integrating 
comprehensive supports, including the importance of early inter-
vention and “whole child” approaches, with community members 
and school leaders is an important first step. Explain your vision 
for children and families, and the potential benefits of an integrated 
student support approach, in order to build widespread support. 

Convene stakeholders. Share information and convene stakeholders 
around a vision for meeting the comprehensive needs of children 
and youth in order to reinvigorate opportunity. Leverage existing 
municipal structures, or create a new one, to generate momentrf26son.
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Communities have used a range of strategies to establish coordina-
tors in schools, including: 

	§ inviting existing staff to apply to redefined positions; 

	§ hiring new staff; 

	§ hiring new staff on a contract basis;

	§ partnering with a social service agency or program to dedicate 
staff to serve as school-based coordinators. 

Similarly, districts and communities can draw upon various sources 
of funding for school coordinators and implementation of a system 
of integrated student support. These include:

	§ Every Student Succeeds Act, Title I;

	§ Every Student Succeeds Act, Title IVA;

	§ Federal Social Services and Community Development Block 
Grants;

	§ Medicaid Community Benefit dollars;

	§ state education, school safety, and public health funds; and 

	§ philanthropic support.39

A CITY SUPERINTENDENT TAKES 
THE LEAD
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coordinators connect children to resources, assist with after 
school programming, and foster the school’s health and wellness 
goals. Multnomah County is expanding this model to include early 
education.40

MORE DETAILS
For more on how to implement e�ective approaches to integrated student 

support, visit the Boston College Lynch School of Education and Human 

Development, Center for Thriving Children at www.bc.edu/coss.

Engage data 
Create individualized plans for every child and family. Support 
schools, via school-based coordinators if possible, to create individ-
ualized plans for every student and his or her family. Plans should 
be: 

	§ comprehensive and address all domains of development;

	§ designed to cultivate student strengths as well as address 
needs;

	§ account for the intensity of need or risk that the student may 
be experiencing in any domain.

In a manner consistent with district privacy policies and state and 
federal law, school-based coordinators can develop a more com-
plete understanding of each student by combining quantitative and 
qualitative data. Information already collected by the school with 
knowledge and insights that teachers, families, and others may 
have. 

In the field today, tools used by school-based coordinators to create 
individualized plans may: 

	§ allow for access to relevant child-level data already collected 
such as academic performance and attendance;

	§ provide a template for the creation of individualized plans;

	§ rapidly identify school-, community-, and web-based resources 
relevant to student and family needs; 

	§ track service availability and utilization;

	§ provide for ongoing review to ensure that services are deliv-
ered and that plans change in response to students’ needs over 
time; and

	§ offer aggregate data to inform school-based and municipal 
decision-making.

Use data generated to respond to demand and evaluate impacts. 
In the aggregate, information about student strengths, needs, and 
services delivered or not delivered can be valuable to local leaders. 

“If we bring in other 
community partners, 
whether it is our 
community health 
agencies or our after-
school providers, we 
begin to see a much 
more robust system 
of education that 
doesn’t rely on just 
one aspect to deliver 
and be all things to 
all people but rather 
we are actually much 
more successfully 
delivering a continuum 
or spectrum of support 
to the student, his or 
her family, and to the 
community.”

Representative Sharon Tomiko Santos, 
Washington Stateii
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As a real-time source of information about constituents, it can 
be used to identify trends, resource gaps, and the distribution of 
resources and services in a manner that improves alignment with 
demand.41 For example, school coordinators may notice an increase 
in homelessness in a section of the city, and that can spur local 
leaders to convene agencies serving homeless and housing-insecure 
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“In order to do this 
work well and think 
about integrated 
student supports for 
children…we need 
to understand that 
schools cannot do 
it alone. It’s pivotal 
to have the support 
and the engagement 
and the commitment 
from the key leaders 
in the city that have 
power to effect a good 
change on behalf of 
youth in the city.”

Margarita Ruiz, Superintendent  
of Salem Public Schools, Salem, MAiv
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S U M MA RY

for Local Leaders
Effective integrated student support is not a new program or service; rather it is a way of deliberately connecting 
each child and family with school- and community-based services and opportunities tailored to the needs of 
each student and family. Integrated student support should be consistent with the principles of effective practice: 
customized, comprehensive, coordinated, and continuous. Local leaders should consider the following when 
proceeding with this approach: 

	§ There are no silver bullets. A constellation of resources and relationships provided to each child at the right 
time over time supports healthy child development, learning, and opportunity. 

	§ Schools are the preferred hub for this work because that is where children are, and the context is sufficiently 
powerful and consistent to shape and respond to the developmental and learning needs of children and youth.

	§ School-based coordinators can leverage programs and services available across a community, making more 
effective and cost-efficient use of existing resources. School and local leaders can use aggregate data to un-
derstand the real-time needs of children and families in the community, allowing for more rapid and efficient 
responses. 

	§ Effective integrated student support can triple the beneficial impacts of existing public and private resources 
invested in children and families across all sectors—including education, health care, mental health care, 
youth development, and social services.

	§ Local leaders can: 

 § adopt a whole community, whole child approach including articulating a vision, convening stakeholders, and 
including a close working relationship between municipal and education leaders;

 § create systems for success by supporting school-based coordinators and building a low-cost municipal-wide 
infrastructure to facilitate resource coordination; 

 § engage data by creating an individualized plan for every child and family, and using data generated to respond 
to demand and evaluate impacts.
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R E CO M M E N DAT I O N S 

for State Leaders 
State policymakers are increasingly recognizing the importance of non-instructional factors that can contribute to 
student success, including positive school climate, social and emotional skill development, mental health coun-
seling, school safety measures, and the integration of comprehensive student supports.49 State efforts can build 
upon federal programs like Full-Service Community Schools Grants, and wraparound components included in 
21st Century Community Learning Centers which are guided by an understanding that interconnected challenges 
require interconnected solutions. With the 2015 passage of ESSA, integrated student support became available 
in every state and is an allowable use of the Title I and Title IV funds.50 Now, states across the country are imple-
menting, supporting, and disseminating effective evidence-based strategies for school improvement, including 
building systems of integrated student support to help address the out-of-school factors that can interfere with 
learning and healthy child development.

Below are examples and recommendations for state policymakers to consider to promote and scale systems of 
integrated student support in schools and communities.

Advance integrated student support policy
As of this writing, legislation advancing evidence-based integrated student support has been filed in Michigan, 
Pennsylvania, and California, and passed in Nevada and Washington State. 

In Michigan, House Bill 5912 would establish standards for integrated student support including to “improve 
the coordination, availability, delivery, and effectiveness of integrated supports and comprehensive supports for 
pupils and families, including enhancing learning outcomes for pupils.”51 

In Pennsylvania, House Bill 2427 would “establish the Integrated Students Supports Program and the Pennsylvania 
student supports fund” in order to “remove academic and nonacademic barriers to learning as a means to enhance 
student academic success, decrease dropout rates and increase graduation rates in public elementary and second-
ary schools.” The funds would be distributed on a competitive basis to districts engaging a third-party provider of 
integrated student supports.52

Legislation in California would direct districts contracting with integrated student support providers to select 
those that meet certain criteria, including to “improve the coordination, availability, delivery, and effectiveness of 
supports and comprehensive supports for pupil families, including enhancing learning outcomes for pupils.53

Support adoption of evidence-based models
States such as Indiana are supporting and advancing evidence-based models for implementing systems of inte-
grated student support through their budgets and state plans. Indiana’s ESSA state-level plan delineates state- and 
district-level roles and responsibilities for implementing comprehensive and targeted supports for school im-
provement that range from needs assessments to planning to the strategic selection of interventions and support 
services. The FY19-20 Indiana State Budget established a grant program to support this work. Representative 
Robert Behning, Chair of the House Education Committee in Indiana, described the state’s approach to evi-
dence-based programs: “We do a grant process where the grants come from our family social service administra-
tion to the local schools and they have to provide…evidence and a rubric in terms of what kind of impact they’re 
going to have and then they work with local agencies to make sure that those students—all students have access to 
services.”54

In addition, the state of Michigan is considering legislation that sets standards for integrated student support 
by calling for use of an “evidence-based model of integrated student supports that is proven to increase pupil 
achievement.”55
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Develop tools to support improved practice at scale 
Establish a research-based protocol or framework. Effective practices are increasingly recognized as a key to im-
proving outcomes at scale.57 By connecting local implementation strategies to current knowledge about effective 
practices, approaches are more likely to generate measurable positive results.

Policymakers in Washington and Massachusetts have created integrated student support protocols and frame-
works to guide high-quality implementation in schools and disricts across each state. 

The Washington Integrated Support Protocol, established under House Bill 4SHB 1541, provides a framework for 
districts to implement the following key components of integrated student support: needs assessments, communi-
ty partnerships, coordination of supports, integration within the school, and a data-driven approach.58

Massachusetts included integrated student support in its FY18 state budget and directed the existing Safe and 
Supportive Schools Commission to incorporate “principles of effective practice for integrating student supports” 
into a framework and self-assessment tool for districts. These principles of effective practice were formally pre-
sented to the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education in 2018. 

Nevada passed legislation in favor of integrated student support in 2017 with a provision that requires the 
Department of Education to establish a protocol “to provide and coordinate integrated student supports.”59 This 
protocol is forthcoming.

Support local implementation with professional development, coaching, and technical assistance. In addition to 
disseminating knowledge about effective practices, states can further aid local implementation by offering profes-
sional development, coaching, and technical assistance to districts and schools interested in establishing systems 
of integrated student support. For example, in December 2018, the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education, in partnership with the Rennie Center for Education Research and Policy and the Boston 
College Center for Thriving Children, launched the Systemic Student Support (S3) Academy to work with nine 
school districts, serving over 47,200 students, to build on existing school practices, programs, and resources to 
create systems of integrated student support.60

States can also offer professional development for school-level personnel. Part of Nevada’s ESSA plan, for ex-
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Support development of a technology infrastructure. Technology 
can play a valuable role in facilitating effective and efficient in-
tegrated student support practices. States may employ a range of 
strategies to enable localities to develop or access a technology 
infrastructure. Here, discussion is limited to outlining components 
of a robust system and recommending a high-leverage, pragmat-
ic starting point in the absence of a more ambitious technology 
infrastructure. 

The emerging marketplace of integrated student support providers 
is demonstrating the core components of field-tested technology 
systems. These indicate the desirability of technology systems for 
school-based coordinators that would:

	§ allow for access to relevant child-level data already collected 
such as academic performance and attendance;

	§ provide a template for the creation of individualized plans; 

	§ rapidly identify school-, community-, and web-based resources 
relevant to student and family needs; 

	§ track service availability and utilization;

	§ provide for ongoing review to ensure that services are deliv-
ered and that plans change in response to students’ needs over 
time;

	§ and offer aggregate data to inform school-based, municipal-, 
and state-level decision-making.

Advanced systems would articulate with existing district or state 
technology to track both process and outcome data. Process 
benchmarks are designed to assess the quality of implementation 
and allow for continuous progress and improvement. Examples of 
process benchmarks include:

	§ percentage of individual students reviewed

	§ percentage of students with a personalized plan

	§ number of services referred and delivered

	§ number of services provided

	§ number of agency partners

	§ number of agency partners delivering individualized services

	§ satisfaction surveys66

As noted above, effective implementation of systems of integrated 
student support yields significant results on metrics such as state 
test scores, grade retention rates, drop out rates, rates of chronic 
absenteeism, and school climate.67 68 Data may be used to review 
outcome benchmarks. These benchmarks are designed to deter-
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	§ teacher rating of effort

	§ social emotional development metrics

	§ statewide test scores in reading and math

	§ Youth Risk Behavior Survey

	§ school climate survey

	§ percent retained in grade

	§ dropout rates

	§ number of and types of disciplinary incidents69

These data can assist state leaders in identifying opportunities to 
target support for effective implementation of integrated student 
support, respond to current and changing constituent needs, more 
closely align budget decision-making with demand, and track 
outcomes for children, youth, and families over time.

However, if development and utilization of a complete technology 
infrastructure is not possible in the near term, state leaders may 
choose to begin with a pragmatic and high-value target for change. 
Contributing to the disconnect between children in need and 
resources and programs available, many schools lack easy access to 
relevant, updated information about community-based programs 
and services. In some cases, communities are creating local docu-
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States can exert similar leadership to ensure the basic—or more ambitious—technology infrastructure is available 
to schools and districts as they seek to implement effective and efficient systems of integrated student support. 

Reduce barriers to resource integration. The premise of integrated student support is that students are ready to 
learn and succeed when the needs of the “whole child” are addressed. The ability to meet the full complement of 
need is predicated on the availability of services and supports. In many communities, this can be accomplished 
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S U M MA RY 

for State Leaders 
Effective integrated student support is not a new program or service; rather it is a way of deliberately connecting 
each child and family with school- and community-based resources tailored to the needs of each student and 
family. Integrated student support should be consistent with the principles of effective practice: customized, 
comprehensive, coordinated, and continuous. State leaders should consider the following when proceeding with 
this approach: 

	§ There are no silver bullets. A constellation of resources and relationships provided to each child at the right 
time over time supports healthy child development, learning, and opportunity. 

	§ Schools are the preferred hub for this work because that is where children are, and the context is sufficiently 
powerful to shape and respond to the needs of children and youth.

	§ School-based coordinators can leverage programs and services available across a community, making more 
effective and cost-efficient use of existing resources. School, municipal, and state leaders can use aggregate 
data to understand the real-time needs of children and families in the community, allowing for more rapid 
and efficient responses. 

	§ Effective integrated student support can triple the beneficial impacts of existing public and private resources 
invested in children and families across all sectors—including education, health care, mental health care, 
youth development, and social services.

	§ State leaders can:

 § advance integrated student support policy; 

 § support adoption of evidence-based models; 

 § develop tools to support improved practice at scale including: establishing a research-based protocol or frame-
work; supporting local implementation with professional development, coaching, and technical assistance; 
providing financial resources for local integration of student supports; supporting development of a technolo-
gy infrastructure; and

 § reduce barriers to resource integration.
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Conclusion 
The policy options outlined in this brief illuminate opportunities for action right now. New insights from science 
and implementation give state and local leaders a roadmap for impact. 

Integrated student support demonstrates how and why to transform the existing tangle of programs, services, and 
funding streams across the sectors of education, social services, youth development, health, and mental health 
services. Evidence shows that integrated approaches to student support, when implemented with adherence to 
principles of effective practice, can improve healthy child development, learning, and thriving for the next gen-
eration. It can do so in a manner that more efficiently uses existing investments in children, youth, and families, 
harnessing resources to improve outcomes and benefit society. 

By advancing these policy recommendations, local and state leaders can take pragmatic steps to ensure effective, 
feasible, cost-efficient approaches to transforming the existing resources of schools and communities into a pow-
erful engine of opportunity for all. 
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