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Introduction
For over half a century, it has been recognized that contexts beyond school – like health, social-emotional 
wellbeing, family, and neighborhood – can account for up to two-thirds of the variance in student achieve-
ment.1  Developmental systems theories and neurobiological disciplines have more recently begun to explain 1 r-4e01j
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disrupted. Exposure to chronic adversity 
and trauma can lead to toxic stress, which can 
adversely impact children’s brain development 
and diminish academic outcomes. In spite of 
these challenges, developmental science also 
recognizes the phenomenon of brain plasticity 
and the malleability of development, which 
makes it possible to intervene in the course of 
development.1⁰
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Principles of Effective Practice
Developmental science illuminates risks to child 
development and learning, as well as opportuni-
ties for meaningful intervention. The literature on 
development makes clear that: (1) protective factors 
can be bolstered while risk factors can be addressed, 
essentially making it possible to tilt a child’s negative 
developmental trajectory in a positive direction; and 
(2) child development is influenced across contexts 
that include home, school, and community. 

So what does this imply for practice? Decades 
of scholarship from diverse fields emphasize the 
importance of systemic, comprehensive approaches 
to student support aimed at meeting the needs of 
the “whole child.”11  Across the nation, approaches 
to “wraparound,” “comprehensive services,” “full 
service schools,” “community schools,” “Promise 
Neighborhoods,” or “collective impact,” are 
pursuing this aim. More recent scholarship asserts 
that because of the dynamic influences on child 
development and readiness to learn, effective 
approaches to intervention must tailor to the 
heterogeneity of variations – or differences – across 
children and across time.12  In short, the research 
suggests that to be an effective intervention, student 
support should be: Customized, Comprehensive, 
Coordinated and Continuous.

Evidence of Efficacy:  
The Example of City Connects
City Connects was designed to operationalize the 
principles of effective practice and see whether they 
would have an impact on students.13  Co-designed 
by researchers at the Boston College Lynch School 
of Education and Boston Public School principals, 
teachers, families, and area community agencies, 
City Connects presently operates in over 85 urban 
public, charter, and parochial schools in nine cit-
ies across five states. About 90% of students served 
by City Connects are low-income, 20% are learning 
English, and 19% receive special education services.

CUSTOMIZED

•	 Individualized: Optimize each student's healthy 
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