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Emerging science tells an optimistic story about the potential of all learners. There is burgeoning knowledge about the 
biological systems that govern development, including deeper understandings of brain structure and wiring and its 
connections to other systems and the external world. This research indicates that brain development and life experiences are 
interdependent and malleable—that is, the settings and conditions individuals are exposed to and immersed in affect how they 
grow throughout their lives.

With this knowledge about the brain and development, coupled with a growing knowledge base from multi-disciplinary 
research, there is an opportunity to design learning systems in which all individuals are able to take advantage of high-
quality opportunities for transformative learning and development. The situation facing our country today—sharp and growing 
economic inequality, ongoing racial violence, the physical and psychological toll of the pandemic—underscores the need to 
enable societal and educational transformations that advance social justice and the opportunity to thrive for each and every 
young person.

Design Principles for Community Based Settings: Putting the Science of Learning and Development Into Action, seizes this 
opportunity to advance change. It provides an overarching framework, the Guiding Principles or Whole Child Design, that can 
guide transformation of learning settings for children and adolescents. 

The inner circle names the five science-based elements 
that, taken together, are the guiding principles for 
healthy development, learning, and thriving:

• Positive Developmental Relationships

• Environments Filled with Safety  

and Belonging

• Rich Learning Experiences and  

Knowledge Development

• Development of Skills, Habits, and Mindsets

• Integrated Support Systems

The outer circle of the graphic names the four essential 
conditions for equitable whole child design: all learning 
and development settings need to be transformative, 
personalized, empowering, and culturally affirming. In 
day-to-day practice, all of these elements need to be 
considered and actualized together. 

This section is part of the larger playbook and focuses on what community-based settings can and do to foster Integrated 
Support Systems. In this playbook, we explore how these principles are the nonnegotiable starting points for community-
based settings, including how these principles are being explicitly used to engage and validate learners. This playbook also 
offers framing for how to think about these design principles in the context of the diverse structures and complex array of 
programs, organizations, and institutions operating in the “community” space. The full playbook can be found online here. 
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INTEGRATED SUPPORT SYSTEMS

THE OASIS CENTER

The Oasis Center, a non-profit youth organization deeply rooted in the Nashville, Tennessee community, connects 
young people and their families to systems of supports that best meet their needs. The center seeks to empower 
youth in their personal lives and collaboratively create justice and equity in the institutions that impact them. The 
Oasis Center does this through more than 20 programs and services based on a foundation of four areas of youth 
success: safety, belonging, empowerment, and generosity.

Serving young people from middle school to young adults, the Oasis Center operates in two modes—crisis 
intervention and essential supports and youth leadership and empowerment. A young person can come through  
one door—the need for transitional housing services, for example, and get connected not only to a permanent 
housing plan and counseling, but youth development programming, coordination with the school, and later, 
leadership development programming, thus coordinating the right set of integrated supports for each young person 
and their family. 

“We have had young people come in through our 24-7 emergency shelter program in which both the young person 
and their family participates in a two-week overnight structured program where they are connected to a case 
manager, develop an action plan to stabilize their living situation, participate in family counseling, and establish a 
six-month follow up plan,” Oasis youth manager Justin Aparicio explains. “And we are also in their schools, more 
often than not, making connections back to the school for extra support.”

Because there are multiple doors into Oasis Center, that same young person can feed into social action and activism 
on some of the very issues that brought them to Oasis Center through the center’s Action, Advocacy, and Education 
programming, a ladder of leadership development and civic action programs that provide young people with skills 
to take action on issues that affect them and their communities. 

As an outcomes-driven organization, Oasis Center monitors its results. The 2019 Annual Report indicates that  
the Oasis Center:

• Helped 2,455 students from middle school to college improve access to higher education through 1-on-

1 support, group workshops, ACT prep, and college retention services. Nearly 70% of first-generation 

college students participating in Oasis Resource Centers at Nashville State Community College (NSCC) 

stayed in college—a rate 30% that’s higher than their peers at NSCC.

• Provided therapeutic support for 320 youth and 562 family members. At 3 months, 80% of clients 

reported improvement in the problems that brought them to Oasis.

• Worked statewide with 23 foster care and juvenile justice sites to get youth involved in their 

communities through the Teen Outreach Program (TOP). As a result, 1,530 youth across the state 

engaged in TOP, building their life skills, healthy behaviors, and sense of purpose.

For more information about how the Oasis Center contributes to an integrated systems of supports for youth and 
families, visit: https://oasiscenter.org/

https://oasiscenter.org/
https://oasiscenter.org/app/uploads/2017/07/Annual-Report-2019-7-10-20-FINAL-Higher-Res-for-Printing.pdf
https://oasiscenter.org/
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OVERVIEW OF INTEGRATED  
SUPPORT SYSTEMS

All children and youth have unique assets and interests 
to build upon in their learning journeys. All children also 
experience challenges that need to be addressed without 
stigma or shame to propel their development and well-
being. These challenges can result from personal or 
family struggles or adverse childhood experiences, such 
as discrimination, food or housing insecurity, physical or 
mental illness, or other difficulties and inequities.

Research has documented that well-designed supports 
such as those provided by the Oasis Center in the 
opening vignette can enable resilience and success 
even for youth who have faced serious adversity and 
trauma. These supports include everyday practices that 
communicate to young people that they are respected, 
valued, and loved, as well as specific programs and 
services that prevent or buffer against the effects of 
excessive stress.

The situation facing young people, families, educators, 
and community-based practitioners today underscores 
the importance and urgency of this endeavor. The 
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, racial injustice, 
and economic uncertainty are omnipresent and 
acutely felt, particularly by Black Americans and 
other communities of color. Orchestrating integrated 
supports that systematically assess young people’s 
comprehensive needs and strengths and coordinate 
resources in a unified and collaborative way is essential. 
Such a system can mitigate barriers, enhance coping, 
strengthen resilience, re-engage disconnected learners 
and their families, and help reduce the opportunity gaps.

Effective learning environments take a systematic 
approach to promoting development in all facets of the 
school and its connections to the community. A well 
designed and implemented support system weaves 
together school and community resources to enhance 
equity of opportunity for success at school and beyond. It 
provides assistance vital to social and academic success 
in learning settings and connects young people and 
families to services that promote holistic development 
as well as additional opportunities to learn. Further, 
such supports can promote agency by helping young 
people discover what motivates and inspires them to 
meaningfully contribute to their community. 

WHY INTEGRATED SUPPORT  
SYSTEMS ARE IMPORTANT:  
WHAT THE SCIENCE SAYS

Healthy human development depends on 

nurturing contexts. Human development is shaped 
by the ongoing interactions between individuals’ biology, 
relationships, and cultural and contextual influences. 
Most of the brain’s growth happens after we are born. 
The tissue that it is composed of is more susceptible 
to change from experience than any other tissue in the 
human body. The brain’s architecture is made up of 
trillions of connections, forming complex and integrated 
structures that experiences create, strengthen, and 
reorganize to develop new skills and competencies. It 
becomes highly connected, efficient, and specialized over 
time based on the web of experiences in children’s lives. 
The brain is astonishingly malleable, and our growth and 
development are highly “experience dependent.” Thus, 
the context of development is extremely important.

The domains of development are interconnected. 

No part of the brain develops in isolation: There is no 
separate “math” part of the brain or “emotions” part of 
the brain. Whole child development is tightly intertwined 
with social and emotional experiences, mental health, 
and physical health. This means that schools and 
community-based settings must be prepared to address 
a variety of individual needs and barriers with supports 
that are holistic and personalized to fully meet young 
people where they are.

Adversity-related stress is the most common 

factor that negatively affects contexts for 

development. When we experience stress, the 
hormone cortisol is released through our brains and 
bodies, producing that familiar feeling of fight, flight, or 
freeze. This mechanism is intense when it happens, but 
if the stress is mild or tolerable, it is actually adaptive—
that is, it makes us alert and sharp and helps us prepare 
for an event like a test or a performance. This is the 
limbic system at work—attention, concentration, focus, 
memory, and preparation. But when children have 
high levels of continuous stress, and that stress is not 
buffered by the presence of a trusted adult, something 
else happens. Children can get locked in a condition of 
toxic stress, which has biological, psychological, and 
developmental effects as cortisol damages the structures 
in the limbic system and creates feelings of fight or flight, 
hypervigilance, and high levels of anxiety.



4Design Principles for Community-Based Settings: Putting the Science of Learning and Development Into Action      

Relational trust is the most powerful element 

of a positive context. The emotions that positive 
relationships generate are caused by another hormonal 
system which is mediated by the hormone oxytocin. This 
hormone produces feelings of trust, love, attachment, 
and safety. Oxytocin hits the same structures of the brain 
as cortisol, yet oxytocin is more powerful because it 
can literally protect children, at the cellular level, from 
the damaging effects of cortisol. Relationships that are 
strong and positive cause the release of oxytocin; this 
not only helps children manage stress, but also offsets 
the damaging effects of cortisol and produces resilience 
to future stress. When we speak about the human 
relationship (see “Positive Developmental Relationships” 
for more), we are not just talking about being nice to 
a child. We are speaking of a close connection that 
supports the release of oxytocin as it is built through 
consistent caring, protection, presence, and trust.

Today, stress is everywhere. Stress caused by 
adversity is not something some children have and 
others do not. It exists along a spectrum of different 
intensities for children at different times in their lives. 
However, many children are attending schools where 
their health and their ability to focus and concentrate 
will be affected by the stressful contexts of their 
lives unless they have mediating relationships and 
opportunities to learn how to manage stress. Today, 
because of the pandemic and the many experiences of 
racialized violence, many children’s stress mechanisms 
are on high alert, especially if they have experienced 
previous trauma. These stress responses can manifest 
as fatigue and detachment at the mild end or impulsive, 
distractable, or angry behavior at the more extreme end.

Discrimination and inequality create increased 

risks. While adversity and healthy development are 
faced in all communities, inequality creates increased 
risks. Poverty and racism, together and separately, make 
the experience of chronic stress and adversity more 
likely. The events of 2020 have made this reality even 
more apparent. Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, 
youth and families of color, as well as those in low-
income communities, have experienced greater infection 
and mortality rates, higher unemployment, more housing 
and food instability, and less access to technology and 
the internet. The ongoing displays of racial violence have 
also put a spotlight on the persistent effects of systemic 

racism and reignited the collective, individual, and 
intergenerational trauma that U.S. citizens, particularly 
Black Americans, bear as a result of our nation’s 
embedded systems of power and oppression. These are 
also the communities that have been under-resourced 
over many years.

Integrated support systems can counteract these 
conditions by reducing stigma and judgment around 
support and empowering young people on their own 
pathways. Too often, learning settings assume “some” 
young people will have issues, label them, and create 
isolated programs, but when learning settings establish 
environmental conditions for all young people’s learning 
and support, they validate their rights to wellness and 
destigmatize the need for assistance.

WHAT CAN COMMUNITY-BASED 
SETTINGS DO TO FOSTER INTEGRATED 
SUPPORT SYSTEMS?

Most children experience adversity in some form at some 
point in their lives and need opportunities for learning 
and supports that enable them to thrive. Indeed, each 
year in the United States, at least 46 million children 
are exposed to violence, crime, abuse, or psychological 
trauma, representing more than 60 percent of the total.1 
Thus, learning environments need to be set up with 
many protective factors, including health, mental health, 
and social service supports, as well as opportunities 
to extend learning and build on interests and passions, 
integrated across the many settings where young people 
spend their time.

How to Foster Integrated  
Support Systems

 ► Connect youth to supplemental 

learning opportunities

 ► Promote access to other supports  

and opportunities that foster health 

and well-being
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Community-based learning and development settings 
contribute to integrated support systems in two primary 
ways: they help children and youth access supplemental 
learning opportunities that contribute to academic 
growth, and they promote access to other supports and 
opportunities that foster health and well-being. Unlike 
a school setting that strives to bring services into the 
building, community-based settings may bring supports 
into the setting but they also may serve as a resource 
and referral support to families, bridging connections 
between youth and family needs and services at other 
settings across the community—health centers, public 
assistance agencies, and other community-based 
learning and development opportunities.

Connect Youth to Supplemental  
Learning Opportunities
At the center of a well designed and implemented system 
of supports are structures and practices that enhance 
learning—to provide academic and non-academic 
supports that foster growth, to offer opportunities for 
academic and social enrichment, and to remove barriers 
to learning and development. Community-based learning 
and development settings are, by nature, set up to 
enhance learning through offering supplemental learning 
opportunities, thereby being a valuable asset as part of 
a seamless and aligned system of supports for young 
people. Many afterschool programs offer homework 
help and academic enrichment. Specialty programs 
such as STEM and robotics can enhance young people’s 
understanding of key mathematic concepts through 
hands-on experiential learning. Further, extended 
learning time programs provide opportunities where 
youth can engage in enrichment activities and receive 
academic support during out-of-school time. When used 
well, these opportunities can accelerate learning and 
reduce opportunity gaps between what youth from low-
income families and their peers from middle- and upper-
income families experience during out-of-school hours. 
However, additional time will not in and of itself promote 
positive outcomes; additional learning time must be high 
quality and meaningful in order to move the needle on 
student achievement and engagement.2

Community-based learning and development 
settings’ efforts to supplement and enhance learning 
are strengthened when key practices are in place. 
Specifically, when they:

• Partner with schools to provide seamless and 

aligned supports for youth

• Monitor youth’s academic progress and growth

• Add adult capacity to the school day to  

support learning

Partner with schools to provide seamless and 

aligned supports for youth. In order to understand 
the strengths and needs of all youth, schools, and 
community partners need a collaborative process to 
help them learn from and leverage the insights of 
diverse members of the learning community. There are 
multiple ways to accomplish this, but the goal should be 
to include representation from young people, families, 
educators, and community partners (e.g., early childhood, 
after-school, extended learning, and youth development 
programs, as well as mental health providers) to plan 
for and tailor academic, social, and emotional supports 
based on the specific experiences of each learner.

Key Practices to Connect Youth to 
Supplemental Learning Opportunities

 ► Partner with schools to provide 

seamless and aligned supports  

for youth

 ► Monitor youth’s academic progress 

and growth

 ► Add adult capacity to the school day to 

support learning
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High quality after-school programming is a core 
strategy for connecting youth to supplemental learning 
opportunities. There are several factors that make 
after-school programs more impactful—one of which is 
alignment with a school’s learning goals and approach. 
When after-school programs further and reinforce a 
school’s curriculum, pedagogy, and core values, they are 
more effective in supporting youth outcomes, growth, 
and engagement. Indeed the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers initiative, the only dedicated federal fund 
for after-school programming, provides over 1.7 million 
youth in kindergarten through 12th grade the opportunity 
to engage in hands-on experiential learning opportunities 
that enhance academic growth. National evaluation 
results indicate that youth who regularly participate in 
21st Century Community Learning Centers improved their 
school attendance, school engagement, health-related 
behaviors, and math and reading achievement.3

Community partners can offer expanded learning time 
(ELT) that engages deeper learning pedagogies with 
content that is connected to youth’ lives outside of school.

Citizen Schools (CS) is an example of ELT 
programming that engages deeper learning 
pedagogies for youth. CS youth participate in 
apprenticeships that consist of hands-on learning 
projects led by volunteer citizen teachers. 
Apprentices work in small groups to do project-
based work such as litigating mock trials, publishing 
children’s books, and building solar cars. These 
apprenticeships are complemented with activities 
that help youth develop their organizational and 
study skills, along with homework help. Programs 
culminate with opportunities for participants to 
publicly present their projects. CS’s 8th Grade 
Academy also includes programming to help youth 
develop their leadership and decision-making 
skills to prepare for college.4 A rigorous, quasi-
experimental evaluation of the academy identified 
positive effects on attendance and enrollment, 
math and reading achievement, promotion, and 
graduation.5

HIGHER ACHIEVEMENT

Higher Achievement in Washington, DC utilizes 21st Century Community Learning Center funds to support middle 
school student learning during out-of-school time through small group, academic instruction afterschool and during 
the summer. 

Higher Achievement creates unique, grade-level curricula aligned with district curriculum standards to ensure 
learning during out-of-school time complements and aligns with learning happening during the school day.

When preparing to launch Higher Achievement in a new state or district, the Curriculum Associate conducts a 
correlation assessment between existing Higher Achievement curricula and the English/language arts and math 
standards for that state/district. Following the correlation exercise, Higher Achievement may develop new curricula 
to ensure that mentoring sessions will align with the school day lessons students are learning. As changes to the 
standards occur, Higher Achievement standards correlation documents are revised accordingly.

Through review of report cards and conversations with parents, Higher Achievement Center Directors prioritize 
scholars who are in greatest need of individual support and request conferences with those scholars’ school 
teachers. These are accomplished during a teacher’s planning period, after school, or during parent/teacher 
conference days held at the school. 

During these conferences, the Center Director talks with the teacher to learn specifically how the child is struggling 
and then work with the teacher to identify ways that Higher Achievement can best support the child. The Center 
Director communicates with the scholar’s parent(s) when these conferences are taking place and attempts 
to include the parent(s) in the conversations whenever possible. At the time of enrolling their child in Higher 
Achievement, each parent signs a waiver that grants Higher Achievement staff access to the child’s school records 
and teachers for such conferences.

Source: https://afterschoolalliance.org/21cclcalignment.pdf 

https://www.citizenschools.org/
https://higherachievement.org/
https://afterschoolalliance.org/21cclcalignment.pdf
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Even when community-based learning and development 
settings do not have formal programming connected to 
school-day learning, alignment to support learning can 
be strengthened across settings when community-based 
partners participate in school instruction and leadership 
teams. This requires intentional allocation of time, 
resources, and space to bring adults across the many 
settings where youth spend their time together to discuss 
individual learning strengths, needs, and challenges. 

The Tacoma Whole Child Initiative (TWCI) is 
a multi-year effort to support learners in and 
out of school. The hallmark of that initiative is a 
coordinated citywide approach that includes Tacoma 
Public Schools, numerous city agencies and a host 
of community-based settings. But coordination is 
not just at the agency level, it is in every school 
building. At the Roosevelt Elementary School, the 
afterschool program coordinator, an employee of 
the YMCA, participates on the school’s TWCI team. 
His role is to bring community partners into the 
school to deliver engaging learning experiences that 
support the whole child. One of the main purposes 
of his participation on the TWCI team is to establish 
consistent and coherent expectations for learners 
across their day, in and out of school.6

Collaboration does not happen without dedicated staff 
time devoted to ensuring effective school-community 
partnerships to support learning. Partnerships require 
an intentional outreach and engagement strategy, 
with resources dedicated to nurturing and maintaining 
partnerships. Even when schools have community 
partners and programs, they typically operate in silos 
and are not well-aligned with the school’s academic 
plans and goals. As described below, community 
schools are one approach to aligned partnerships where 
coordinators facilitate and provide leadership for the 
collaborative process and development of a continuum of 
services for children, families and community members 
within a school neighborhood. In some instances, 
partnerships are coordinated by a family resource center 
or an afterschool site coordinator. Regardless of who 

coordinates the partnerships, they need to be strategic 
and data driven so that partners have access to the 
information and data they collect about youth so they can 
better align supports across settings.

Monitor youth’s academic progress and growth. 
A key aspect of creating a strong system of learning 
support is to develop systems and practices that  
support the identification of learning challenges and 
assets, which can allow educators and community 
practitioners to understand what supports may be 
needed.  Community-based learning and development 
settings will be more impactful and effective in 
supporting youth’s growth when they have easy and 
regular access to shared data so that they can monitor 
youth academic progress. Accessing school data 
generally requires data sharing agreements between 
community partners and the district.

Student data is protected under a federal law called 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 
In order for a community partner organization to have 
access to any protected student data, they must sign a 
data-sharing agreement with the school system, their 
staff/volunteers much complete a FERPA training and 
sign a confidentiality form, and students’ parents must 
provide consent to permit the school to share data with a 
specific organization. 

The Early Warning and Response System, utilized 
by United Way of Asheville and Buncombe County 
and its community partners, automatically pulls 
data from the schools’ database so that teams 
of teachers, counselors, and social workers can 
immediately identify students who are slipping 
off track, identify the underlying causes of why 
a student is off track, put in place targeted 
interventions, and track progress. This data is 
presented in an easy-to-read dashboard format. 
The dashboard can show individual, school, 
and systems-level data for use by a teacher 
working with an individual student as well as a 
superintendent searching for important trends that 
need to be addressed. Early results show significant 
growth in family and community engagement and in 
students accessing services—precursors to student 
achievement gains.  
 

https://www.tacomaschools.org/departments/tacoma-whole-child
https://www.unitedwayabc.org/early-warning-response-system
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Sharing data across partners can be facilitated 
by an out-of-school time intermediary such as 
the Denver Afterschool Alliance. Denver Public 
Schools (DPS) has a partnership with the Denver 
Afterschool Alliance (DAA), a network of over 300 
afterschool and youth development organizations, 
to share school data with afterschool programs in 
order to better design and implement programs 
to support DPS students. Three factors were 
deemed critical to the success of establishing data 
sharing agreements: willingness of legal counsel 
of school districts to grant sharing student data, 
champions in the both the school and the youth 
development sector that advocated for data sharing, 
and leadership at the district level that believed 
youth development was integral to achieving a 
whole child vision.7 As a result, DAA providers have 
access to data on school attendance, suspensions, 
and standardized test results for students who 
attend their programming, benchmarked against the 
entire district. Providers are then trained on how 
to interpret their program’s results for program 
improvements.

Another way to monitor a young person’s progress is for 
community-based settings to gain access to school data 
portals in order to monitor how youth are doing in school. 
Some community partners have taken this approach 
as they operate remote learning hubs so that they can 
identify learning needs and challenges and connect youth 
to the supports they need to be successful. 

When Richmond Public Schools closed in March 
2019 due to COVID-19 the Boys and Girls Clubs 
of Metro Richmond (BGCMR) ramped up efforts 
to ensure that its Club members were getting the 
learning and development supports they needed. 
Because they had parent/guardian permissions to 
access and receive Club member data as part of the 
Club membership agreement, BGCMR staff were 
able to gain access to student portals allowing them 
to immediately see assignment status/standing, 
grades and attendance in remote learning. Staff 
used their access to data to create and execute 

plans to support youth that were off-track. Staff 
continued to engage with on-track youth but off-
track youth gained more attention as they were 
focused on getting them re-engaged with their 
education. 

A major change for BGCMR as a result of being able 
to access the data was that BGCMR invited its Club 
members with the most need back into its buildings 
to re-establish relationships. Having the students in 
the building and being able to see what they were 
experiencing in virtual class plus access through 
student portals allowed BGCMR staff to have a more 
well-rounded view of what was driving the lack of 
engagement to school. This access also created an 
accountability platform with students and their families. 

Add adult capacity to the school day to support 

learning and development. Community-based 
practitioners can add capacity to the school day to help 
youth gain access to more role models and caring adults 
that can support their learning and development. The 
Men’s and Women’s Leadership Academy (MWLA) in 
Sacramento City Unified School District’s (SCUSD) is 
an effort to intentionally combat the school-to-prison-
pipeline for underserved low-income students of 
color by creating supportive and productive learning 
environments. Male and female mentors come into 
district high schools and middle schools to teach 
leadership and life skills to at-risk young men and 
women. The district has found that students who 
participate in the academy show improvement in grades, 
attendance, and graduation rates.8 City Year helps high-
need schools close gaps by supporting youths’ academic, 
social, and emotional development in classroom and 
whole school settings. It deploys teams of AmeriCorps 
members to bring developmental frameworks, social 
emotional assessments and progress monitoring 
resources to review with teachers in combination with 
information such as grades, homework completion, 
academic assessment. The holistic intervention approach 
informs responsive strategies for whole child academic 
growth and improvements in school culture and climate.9 

See below for more information about how City Year 
partners to add adult capacity to the school day.

https://www.denvergov.org/Government/Departments/Office-of-Childrens-Affairs/ProgramsInitiatives/DenverAfterschoolAlliance
https://www.bgcmr.org/
https://www.bgcmr.org/
https://www.youthdevelopmentscusd.org/copy-of-men-s-leadership-academy
https://www.youthdevelopmentscusd.org/copy-of-men-s-leadership-academy
https://www.cityyear.org/


9Design Principles for Community-Based Settings: Putting the Science of Learning and Development Into Action      

THE CORPS FOR STUDENT SUCCESS FRAMEWORK 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created unprecedented disruption to schooling for millions of students and has 
exposed and exacerbated inequities for young people our education system already underserved. City Year, 
the COVID Collaborative, and the Everyone Graduates Center have authored the Corps for Student Success 
Framework (Figure 14), a set of recommendations for educators, community leaders and policymakers to consider 
in selecting the right evidence-based, “people powered” responses to meet both short-term and long-term needs of 
young people.

The Corps for Student Success Framework is an organizing framework that elevates “people powered” learner 
supports that ensure all learners have access to the relationships, opportunities, and environments they need to 
learn and thrive. These supports include:

• Academic tutors, 

• Student success coaches, 

• College and career advisors, 

• Wraparound support coordinators, and 

• Mentors. 

The framework emphasizes the need for responses to:

• Be locally driven, aligning local needs while harnessing community strengths

• Take a holistic approach grounded in the science of learning and development

• Be relationship focused, culturally, linguistically and ability affirming, and asset-based 

• Be broadly available to respond to the pandemic, but focused on sustainably serving our most 

marginalized young people to build a more equitable education system in the long-term and

• Support or align with what is happening during the school day to accelerate student learning

As schools reopen this fall, there is an opportunity to bring this framework to life and enable more young  
people in communities across the country have access to the resources and opportunities they deserve to  
realize their potential. 

For more information on the Corps for Student Success, visit http://www.pathwaystoadultsuccess.org/
studentsuccesscorps/

https://www.cityyear.org/
https://www.covidcollaborative.us/
http://www.every1graduates.org/
http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/CorpsforStudentSuccessFramework_FINALa.pdf
http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/CorpsforStudentSuccessFramework_FINALa.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/blog/covid-getting-tutoring-right?utm_source=LPI+Master+List&utm_campaign=fe00ece42a-LPIMC_CovidTutoring_20210122&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_7e60dfa1d8-fe00ece42a-42309875
https://www.soldalliance.org/post/relationships-critical-for-student-success
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/88785
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/ISS_ChildTrends_February2018.pdf
http://ppv.issuelab.org/resources/11972/11972.pdf
http://www.pathwaystoadultsuccess.org/studentsuccesscorps/
http://www.pathwaystoadultsuccess.org/studentsuccesscorps/
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Figure 14: Corps for Student Success

Promote Access to Other Developmental 
Supports that Foster Health and Well-Being. 
Community-based programs are poised to cultivate a 
well implemented and sustainable network of partners 
such as health and mental health services and food 
and housing support services that can serve youth and 
family social, emotional, physical, and mental needs. 
Awareness of the pervasiveness of toxic stress across 
the income spectrum and the growth of child poverty in 
economically and racially traumatized communities have 
created additional demands for health, mental health, 
and social service supports that are needed for children’s 
healthy development and to address barriers to learning. 
A comprehensive review of integrated student supports 
found that integrated support systems can support 
student achievement, and it highlighted community 
partnerships as a key lever for implementation.10 

Key Practices to Connect  
Youth and Families to Other 
Developmental Supports

 ► Ensure mechanisms and partnerships 

are in place to connect families and 

youth to basic needs such as food, 

health, and mental health in addition 

to academic supports

 ► Participate in whole-school 

comprehensive community 

partnership models
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ENGAGING AND SUPPORTING FAMILIES IN REDWOOD CITY, CALIFORNIA

Redwood City 2020 has transformed six of 16 schools in the Redwood City, California, school district into community 
schools. Each has a Family Resource Center, and one third of the families participate in the program. Parents not 
only receive services, but they are also offered a range of educational opportunities, become involved, and are 
empowered to teach other parents, creating a strong community. Many of the parents are immigrants with language 
barriers. But at the Family Resource Centers, they find a community of other immigrant parents who speak their 
language and play a leadership role in the schools.

Redwood City community schools work with their partners to engage communities and families to promote school 
readiness among children. 

By creating community mobilization teams made up of family members, educators, and other community members 
who have participated in professional development programs, they enhance family-to-family education and outreach, 
preparing the community for success. As a result, the families of 70% of students in Redwood City community 
schools are actively engaged with school campuses through adult education, leadership opportunities, and school 
meetings. Students whose families participate consistently have shown positive gains in attendance and in English 
language proficiency for English learners.

Source: United Way Bay Area. (n.d.). Community schools: Redwood City 2020. San Francisco, CA: United Way Bay Area.

By supporting efforts to create integrated support 
systems community-based settings can help address the 
reality that children whose families are struggling with 
racial violence and poverty—and the housing, health, and 
safety concerns that often go with it—cannot learn most 
effectively unless their nonacademic needs are also met. 
The goal is to remove barriers to learning by connecting 
youth and families to the formal and informal assets of 
services in the community to support their overall well-
being and growth. 

Many of the ways that community-based settings connect 
youth to supplemental learning opportunities are also 
strategies to employ when thinking about a broader set 
of development needs. However, the primary ways that 
community-based learning and development settings 
connect youth and families to supports that foster 
healthy development and well-being are to:

• Ensure mechanisms and partnerships are in place 

to connect families and youth to basic needs such 

as food, health, and mental health in addition to 

academic supports

• Participate in whole-school comprehensive 

community partnership models

Ensure mechanisms and partnerships are in 

place to connect families and youth to basic 

needs such as food, health, and mental health, 

in addition to academic supports. As noted above, 
community-based settings may bring health and wellness 
supports into the setting but more often they serve as 
a resource and referral support to families, bridging 
connections between youth and family needs and services 
at other settings across the community—health centers, 
public assistance agencies, and other community-based 
learning and development settings. Indeed, throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic this function has become more 
critical and more visible as adults in afterschool and 
other community-based learning and development 
settings have reached out to families about their basic 
needs, providing meal delivery service and connecting 
them to health care and public assistance resources. 

When brokering a connection between a youth and their 
family and another organization or agency to receive 
additional supports, it is important to do a “warm 
handoff.” In clinical settings, the “warm handoff” is seen 
as a best practice for patients. In essence, it involves the 
transfer of care or responsibility between two members 
of a team. In a warm handoff, this transfer occurs in 
the presence of the youth and/or family. This creates 
transparency and better allows the youth to develop trust 
and engagement with the next member of the team.11

https://www.rwc2020.org/
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COMMUNITY PARTNERS ARE PART OF COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORTS

Communities in Schools of Central Texas supports social workers, counselors, and AmeriCorps members to work 
on school campuses within the Austin Independent School District and five surrounding school districts to provide 
direct support to students and to coordinate a network of social services, businesses, and community resources. 
Site coordinators and partners deliver supports to students and their families, from schoolwide services to targeted 
programs to intensive, wraparound supports. In Central Texas, that includes a partnership with the local housing 
authority to provide case management for students living in public housing as well as afterschool programming 
on site; a leadership development program for adolescent males; and an early childhood adult education center 
that enables parents to earn their GED or ESL certificate, along with a parenting curriculum, while their infants and 
toddlers receive care.

Participate in whole school comprehensive 

community partnership models. There are 
promising and proven models to ensure that community- 
based learning and development settings are viewed 
as part of comprehensive integrated support systems, 
namely Communities in Schools and Community Schools. 

Communities in Schools (CIS) is a national dropout 
prevention program overseeing 2,300 schools 
and serving 1.5 million students in 25 states. For 
nearly 40 years, CIS has advocated bringing local 
businesses, social service agencies, health care 
providers, parent and volunteer organizations, and 
other community resources inside the school to help 
address the underlying reasons why young people 
drop out. CIS provides integrated student supports 
such as health screenings, tutoring, food, clothing, 
shelter, and services addressing other needs by 
leveraging community-based resources in schools, 
where young people spend most of their day. Some 
integrated student supports benefit the entire 
school community, like clothing or school supply 
drives, career fairs, and health services, while more 
intensive supports are reserved for young people 
who need them most. CIS places a full-time site 
coordinator at each school; the site coordinator is 
typically a paid employee of the local CIS affiliate (a 
nonprofit entity governed by a board of directors and 
overseen by an executive director). Working with the 
CIS national office, state CIS offices provide training 
and technical assistance to local affiliates, procure 
funding through numerous sources, and offer 
additional supports that enable capacity building for 
site coordinators at the local level.12

Another proven effective way to ensure that community-
based learning and development settings are part of a 
comprehensive integrated support system is to adopt a 
community school model. Community schools represent 
a place-based school improvement strategy in which 
“schools partner with community agencies and resources 
to provide an integrated focus on academics, health and 
social services, youth and community development, and 
community engagement.”13 Many operate year-round, 
from morning to evening, serving both children and 
adults. Community schools often have dedicated staff (i.e., 
community school director, family liaison) who support 
the coordination and sustainability of their various 
structures. Central to a community schools approach is 
the role that community-based partners play in partnering 
with schools and with each other to provide integrated, 
individualized supports to youth and their families.

Community schools offer integrated student supports, 
expanded learning time and opportunities, family and 
community engagement, and collaborative leadership and 
practices.14 These schools often draw on a wide range of 
community and cultural resources, including partnerships 
with families, to strengthen trust and build resilience as 
children have more support systems and people work 
collaboratively to help address the stresses of poverty 
and associated adversities children may face. 

https://ciscentraltexas.org/
https://www.communitiesinschools.org/
http://www.communityschools.org/
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GETTING STARTED WITH A COMMUNITY SCHOOL IN GRAND ISLAND, NEBRASKA

Grand Island, Nebraska is just getting started with community schools. In its pilot site, a designated community 
schools coordinator, the school social worker, and principal are working together to integrate support and services. 
The district coordinator is responsible for establishing the community partnerships, securing agreements, and 
scheduling the programming. District staff, from the office of Strategic Partnerships and Stakeholder Engagement, 
also support the work by assisting with translation services, working directly with parents to establish goals for 
their families, and on fulfilling requests for programming. With limited resources available, the community schools 
team focuses on bringing programs and services already provided by community partners into the school. Some of 
these partners are providing immunization clinics, dental check-ups, financial planning, healthy cooking, youth/child 
yoga, mindfulness meditation, and homework help. With the success of the pilot school, the district will open its 
second community school in school year 2020-21 following the same model.

Grand Island Public Schools: https://www.gips.org/departments/community-partnerships-and-engagement/
community-schools.html

Community schools also have dedicated staff (e.g., 
community school director, family liaison) who support 
the coordination and sustainability of their various 
structures and programs. Community school personnel 
are typically part of the school leadership team and other 
governance bodies in the school. The community school 
manager or director generally conducts assets and 
needs assessments, recruits and coordinates the work of 
community resources, and tracks program data.15

Evidence shows that community schools can improve 
outcomes for youth, including attendance, academic 
achievement, high school graduation rates, and 
reduced racial and economic achievement gaps.16 A 
recent RAND study of New York City’s 250+ community 
schools initiative shows that community schools can 
work at scale.17 Promising results include a drop in 
chronic absenteeism, with the biggest effects on the 
most vulnerable students, and a decline in disciplinary 
incidents.18 Youth were more likely to progress from 
grade to grade on time, accumulate more course credits, 
and graduate from high school at higher rates.

SUMMARY

Community-based learning and development settings 
are part of the fabric of integrated support systems. They 
are often called upon to provide supplemental learning 
opportunities and add and expand adult capacity during 
the school day. They are also critical partners in helping 
youth and their families access a range of non-academic 
supports that contribute to whole child development. 
Sometimes community-based settings connect youth and 
families on their own, and sometimes they are part of a 
coordinated approach to comprehensive and integrated 
support systems based in schools, with referrals to 
community-based partners.

For community-based partners to contribute to 
integrated support systems, adults who work across 
settings need to:

• Create a shared vision for learning and 

development for each youth

• Conduct joint, data-driven planning

• Commit to resources to fund a position dedicated 

to managing the partnerships.

https://www.gips.org/departments/community-partnerships-and-engagement/community-schools.html
https://www.gips.org/departments/community-partnerships-and-engagement/community-schools.html
https://www.gips.org/departments/community-partnerships-and-engagement/community-schools.html
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES TO CREATE INTEGRATED SUPPORT SYSTEMS

• Building Partnerships to Support Where, When, and How Learning Happens provides a framework 

for broadening our understanding of where, when, and how young people learn, both in and out of 

school and during the summer. It highlights examples from across the country of local partnerships 

that support youth. Building Partnerships also recommends ways for educators, policymakers, and 

funders to partner with youth development organizations, capitalizing on formal and informal learning 

settings that support young people’s success.

• Building Partnerships to Support Where, When, and How Learning Happens Example Bank offers 

insights as to how youth development organizations are partnering with schools, other community 

organizations, districts, and states to expand where and when learning happens.

• Expanding Minds and Opportunities: The Power of Afterschool and Summer Learning for 
Student Success is a compendium of studies, reports and commentaries by more than 100 thought 

leaders including community leaders, elected officials, educators, researchers, advocates and other 

prominent authors that provides examples of effective practices, programs, and partnerships to support 

positive whole child outcomes.

• Community Schools Playbook provides model legislation, real-world examples, and many additional 

resources for state and local leaders who want to support community schools.

• What are Community Schools? video describes the four key features of community schools, the 

importance of community school coordinators, and strategies for funding community schools.

• How to Start a Community School toolkit provides information on how to implement a community 

school initiative and focuses on several topics, including vision and strategic planning, building 

a leadership team, needs and capacity assessments, sharing space and facilities, financing your 

community school, and research and evaluation.

• National Center for Community Schools (NCCS). The focus of NCCS, a part of Children’s Aid, is 

to build the capacity of schools and districts to work in meaningful long-term relationships with 

community partners. Since 1994, NCCS has developed a variety of free planning tools, implementation 

guides, videos, and other resources and has also provided intensive assistance (training, on-site 

consultation, and strategic planning facilitation) on a fee-for-service basis. NCCS is a founding and 

active member of the Coalition for Community Schools.

• A School Year Like No Other Demands a New Learning Day: A Blueprint for How Afterschool 
Programs & Community Partners Can Help offers building blocks for school–community 

partnerships to address equity and co-construct the learning day in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic.

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/building-partnerships-in-support-of-where-when-how-learning-happens/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/FINAL-YD-Examples-and-Resources-from-the-Field.pdf
https://www.expandinglearning.org/expandingminds/article/school-community-learning-partnerships-essential-expanded-learning-success
https://www.expandinglearning.org/expandingminds/article/school-community-learning-partnerships-essential-expanded-learning-success
https://communityschools.futureforlearning.org/
https://futureforlearning.org/media/community-schools-animation/
https://www.communityschools.org/learn/start-a-community-school/
https://www.nccs.org/
http://www.afterschoolalliance.org/documents/Blueprint-for-How-Afterschool-Programs-Community-Partners-Can-Help.pdf
http://www.afterschoolalliance.org/documents/Blueprint-for-How-Afterschool-Programs-Community-Partners-Can-Help.pdf
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES TO CREATE INTEGRATED SUPPORT SYSTEMS (continued)

• Afterschool Programs: A Review of Evidence Under the Every Student Succeeds Act (Research 

for Action). Based on a literature review of studies published since 2000, this review summarizes 

the effectiveness of specific after-school programs. The review uses the Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) evidence framework to assess the evidence of over 60 after-school programs. A companion 

guide provides profiles of each after-school program included in the review as well as studies of each 

program’s effectiveness.

• Getting to Work on Summer Learning: Recommended Practices for Success, 2nd Ed. (RAND 

Corporation). Based on thousands of hours of observations, interviews, and surveys, this report 

provides guidance for district leaders and their partners for launching, improving, and sustaining 

effective summer learning programs.

• The Children’s Safety Network (CSN). CSN works with state and jurisdiction Maternal and Child 

Health programs and Injury and Violence Prevention programs to create an environment in which all 

infants, children, and youth are safe and healthy.

FOUNDATIONAL SCIENCE OF LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH

Three papers synthesizing the knowledge base on the science of learning and development form the basis of 
the design principles for community-based settings presented here. For those seeking access to the research 
underlying this work, these papers are publicly available:

• Cantor, P., Osher, D., Berg, J., Steyer, L., & Rose, T. (2018). Malleability, plasticity, and individuality: How 

children learn and develop in context. Applied Developmental Science, 23(4), 307–337. https://doi.org
/10.1080/10888691.2017.1398649.

• Darling-Hammond, L., Flook, L., Cook-Harvey, C., Barron, B. J., & Osher, D. (2019). Implications for 

educational practice of the science of learning and development. Applied Developmental Science, 24(2), 

97–140. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2018.1537791.

• Osher, D., Cantor, P., Berg, J., Steyer, L., & Rose, T. (2018). Drivers of human development: How 

relationships and context shape learning and development. Applied Developmental Science, 24(1), 

6–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2017.1398650.

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Afterschool-Programs-A-Review-of-Evidence-Under-the-Every-Student-Succeeds-Act.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR366-1.html
https://www.childrenssafetynetwork.org/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2017.1398649
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2017.1398649
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2018.1537791
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2017.1398650
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