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Introduction

Helping children and young adults develop their talents and strengths also helps them contribute to
their communities in the future. But deeply rooted inequities affect students of color and students
from low-income households much more than they affect other students. This means too many young
people lack access to a learning environment where they can receive the supports they need. The
COVID-19 pandemic worsened this situation (Dorn et al., 2021; Kuhfeld et al., 2022).

Intentional and targeted approaches to build relationships with students can reduce the effects of
inequities among students. These approaches strengthen connection and engagement, support skill
building, and counter the effects of life events that cause instability (Center for Promise, 2015;
Christensen et al., 2020; Raposa et al., 2019; Roehlkepartain et al., 2017). Outside organizations that
partner with schools to provide student services are a practical choice for schools that want to increase
their ability to offer supports to more students. This kind of partnership is student centered, affirming,
and culturally responsive.

City Year is an education and human development organization that partners with schools nationwide
to support student success and address the root causes of inequitable educational outcomes. Every
year, City Year recruits a diverse group of Student Success Coaches, ages 18 to 25, to deliver its holistic
Whole School Whole Child (WSWC) model. City Year Student Success Coaches commit to serving in
schools for one school year. During that time, they work with teachers, administrators, and other
Student Success Coaches. Together, they plan and deliver holistic, personalized supports to students
who need them the most. They also create a safe and supportive school climate where students feel
they can achieve their academic and life goals.?

In 2017, the American Institutes for Research® (AIR®) and MDRC began a 5-year study of the WSWC
model in 22 middle schools in five large urban school districts. The study focuses on middle school

1 For more information on success coaching, see https://www.partnershipstudentsuccess.org/success-coaching/.
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because grades 6 to 8 are a time when students form their own identities. Students also learn the basic
academic, social, and emotional skills they need to succeed in high school and beyond (Balfanz et al.,
2007; Juvonen et al., 2004; Kidron & Osher, 2010; Kieffer & Marinell, 2012; Ryan et al., 2013). But
many middle schools lack opportunities for students to make connections with adults and peers and to
develop autonomy, or independence. This is because middle schools aren’t always organized in ways
that support adolescents’ developmental needs (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Building evidence on what
works for this age group helps create a pathway to improve high school success. The AIR study team
received a grant from the Institute of Education Sciences in the U.S. Department of Education.

The COVID-19 pandemic had a negative impact on the evaluation. School closures in March 2020
interrupted WSWC services and made it harder to collect data. The evaluation aimed to cover several
school years, including the 2019-20 and 2020-21 school years. But now it focuses on the period leading
up to March 2020. Even though the study timeline changed, the evaluation offers valuable insights about
the benefits of school and community partnerships that provide holistic supports. It also draws attention
to the chance to rethink the measures we use to understand student experience and growth.

What is the Whole School Whole Child model?

City Year’s WSWC model is based on a youth development framework and research from the science of
learning and development. This research shows how a rich learning environment can support students’
cognitive, emotional, behavioral growth and well-being. This type of learning environment has several
benefits. The school climate is positive, and students have opportunities to develop their social,
emotional, and cognitive skills. Social and emotional learning, or SEL, is a key part of academic learning
and schoolwide practices. Adults care about students and are committed to their success. And

students receive holistic supports that meet their needs and foster their healthy development and
academic progress (Benson et al., 2011; Farrington et al., 2012; Kidron & Osher, 2010; Lerner et al.,
2015; Osher et al., 2018; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014).

The WSWC model reflects the lessons gained from this research. The model offers holistic and
personalized academic, social, and emotional services that a team of Student Success Coaches delivers
to students. City Year Student Success Coaches offer two tiers, or levels, of services (see Figure 1):

¢ Universal (Tier 1) services are provided to all students in the school. Tier 1 services focus on
helping students learn and developing positive relationships. These include after-school programs
and schoolwide events that celebrate positive behavior and student success. They also include
classroom support for students in English language arts, or ELA, and math.

o Targeted (Tier 2) services are provided to students who appear to be at greater risk of not
graduating. Schools determine this risk based on early warning indicators related to attendance,
engagement and behavior, and course performance in ELA or math. Tier 2 services blend tutoring
in ELA and math with social and emotional development and behavior supports. Student Success
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Coaches also provide attendance coaching. Students receive these services one on one or in small
groups during class time, pull-outs, or transition time.

Student Success Coaches are placed in schools where they work together as part of an on-site team to
support students and each other. The goal of having Student Success Coaches in each school is to
increase the number of adults available to support students. Another goal is to create more
opportunities for Student Success Coaches to work with students inside and outside of classrooms.

Student Success Coaches meet regularly with their team to plan service delivery and help each other
manage relationships with students and school staff. On-site teams have a Team Leader who is a
Student Success Coach with more than one year of experience. An Impact Manager supervises the
Team Leader and oversees implementation of the WSWC model in the school, works with school
administrators to make sure City Year is meeting school needs, and supports the on-site team. The
Student Success Coaches get training and professional development before and during their year of
service. This education and training supports their service delivery and builds a spirit of teamwork and
alignment with City Year’s goals.

Figure 1. Theory of Change of the Whole School Whole Child Model
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Researchers did a quasi-experimental study in multiple states on the effects of the WSWC model, and
they found promising results (Meredith & Anderson, 2015). State test scores were more likely to
improve in schools that partnered with City Year than in similar schools. Another study found that
more time with City Year Student Success Coaches is associated with better social and emotional,
academic, and attendance outcomes (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2020).
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How was the WSWC model evaluated in this study?

The AIR and MDRC team conducted the evaluation of City Year’'s WSWC model in 22 middle schools in
five large, urban school districts. The study included two impact studies (see Table 1 for a summary)
and an implementation study. All three studies aimed to better understand the WSWC model for all
students. They also aimed to understand how the model’s core components may improve the
outcomes of students who may benefit the most.

A study of the effects of the WSWC model for all students (“whole-school study”). The study team
looked at the effects of the WSWC model for all students using a comparative interrupted time series
(CITS) design. A CITS design is a type of research approach that tracks how well an intervention works
over time using data from before and after the intervention. The design looks at data for two groups of
study participants: a group that used the intervention (program group) and a group that did not use
the intervention and that were chosen by the study team (comparison group). Researchers look at the
data to see if a change happened in the group that used the intervention and if that change was bigger
than for the comparison group.

The CITS analysis conducted by the study team involved two groups of schools. One group included the
22 middle schools that were partnering with City Year to implement the WSWC model (“City Year
schools”). The second group had similar, matched schools in the same districts that did not implement
the model (“comparison schools”).

The study team looked at the outcomes of consecutive cohorts (entering classes) of sixth-grade
students who enrolled in the study schools in the years before the WSWC model was implemented
(pre-intervention cohorts) and during the model’s implementation (intervention cohorts). The team
compared trends over time in the City Year and comparison schools to determine how much the
outcomes of students in the intervention cohorts “deviated” from the pre-intervention trend for their
school (“deviation from trend”).

The estimated net effect of the WSWC model is the difference between the average deviation from
trend for the City Year schools and the average deviation from trend for the comparison schools. The
study team examined the effects of the WSWC model for the first four cohorts of sixth-grade students
that enrolled in the study schools. The team did this at the end of sixth grade (the first follow-up year)
and at the end of the following year (seventh grade for most students). The comparison schools were
also providing student supports, so the findings represent the effect of the WSWC model well beyond
the effect of the services that the comparison schools provided.

The study team measured student outcomes using data from student records collected through the
2018-19 school year. The team used information from school and district websites to understand the
types of services that the comparison schools provided to students. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
student records from the 2019-20 school year were not available. Also, the study team administered a
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principal survey in comparison schools in spring 2020 to collect data about student supports, but
response rates were very low due to the pandemic.

A study of the effects of Tier 2 services for eligible students (“Tier 2 study”). The study team looked at
the effects of WSWC Tier 2 services by using a student-level randomized controlled trial (RCT). An RCT
is a type of research study where participants are assigned by chance to receive one treatment

versus another.

In each of the 22 City Year schools, either City Year or the school identified sixth-grade students at
higher risk of not graduating from high school. They determined which students were at risk based on
early warning indicators such as attendance, behavior grades and office referrals, and performance in
ELA or math. City Year and each school identified more students than the Student Success Coaches had
the resources to serve. So, the study team used a lottery-like process to randomly choose which
students would be offered Tier 2 services (the program group) and which students would not receive
Tier 2 services (the control group).

The study team conducted random assignment in fall 2018. They assigned students separately by
school, Student Success Coach, and combination of Tier 2 services the students needed. These services
included ELA, math, behavior, or attendance. All students in the Tier 2 study continued to receive the
Tier 1 services, so the findings represent the effect of Tier 2 services well beyond the effect of Tier 1
services. (A second cohort of sixth-grade students who were randomly assigned in fall 2019 was
dropped from the study because they received less than a full year of services due to the COVID-19
pandemic. This led to a smaller-than-expected student sample for analysis.)

The study team measured student outcomes using student records data from the 2018-19 school year
and the first half of the 2019-20 school year before schools closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
(Because of the pandemic, state test scores were not available for school year 2019-20.) The study
team administered a student survey in late winter of each school year to measure students’ social and
emotional skills.

Table 1. Summary of the Two Impact Studies

Study Features Whole-School Study Tier 2 Study

Research questions Do students enrolled in middle schools  In schools partnering with City Year, do

partnering with City Year have better eligible students offered Tier 2 services have
outcomes, on average, than students better outcomes, on average, than eligible
enrolled in similar schools not students in the same schools who were not
providing WSWC services? offered these services?

Study design Comparative interrupted time series Student-level randomized controlled trial
design

5 | AIR.ORG Study of City Year’s Whole School Whole Child Model



Study Features Whole-School Study Tier 2 Study

Research groups 22 schools partnering with City Year The study team randomly assigned eligible
(“City Year schools”) and 29 matched- students to a program group that was
comparison schools offered Tier 2 services or to a control group

that was not offered Tier 2 services.

Student sample Eight consecutive cohorts of sixth- One cohort of eligible sixth-grade students
grade students enrolled in the City Year enrolled in the City Year schools in fall 2018
schools and comparison schools (four
pre-intervention cohorts and four
intervention cohorts)

Follow-up period Two school years (sixth and seventh 1.5 school years (sixth and seventh grades)®
grades)

Counterfactual “Business as usual” student supports “Business as usual” Tier 2 supports

Student outcomes English language arts and math state English language arts and math state test

and data sources test scores, suspensions and scores, suspensions, and attendance
expulsions, and attendance (student (student records); self-awareness and self-
records) management (student survey)©

@ A second cohort of sixth-grade students who were randomly selected in fall 2019 was later dropped from the study
because they received less than a full year of services. As a result, power to detect effects was lower than expected.

b The planned 2-year follow-up period for Cohort 1 was shortened due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

¢The student survey consisted of scales from the Social and Emotional Competency Assessment (SECA). In 2020, many
schools fully administered the SECA right before school closures due to the pandemic. But some schools were not able to
complete the SECA administration. For more information on the SECA, see Davidson et al. (2018).

Implementation study. To put the impact findings in context, the study includes an implementation
study that focuses on the 2018-19 school year and the first half of the 2019-20 school year before
schools closed. The study examines whether schools implemented the WSWC model components with
fidelity in the 22 City Year schools. It also looks at the number and types of services that students
received. The implementation study draws on City Year staff and teacher surveys plus program
monitoring data. The study team also conducted visits to the summer training sessions in 2019 and
visited selected schools in spring 2020. They spoke with staff members and observed Student Success
Coaches as they provided services.

Key findings

Were the components of the WSWC model implemented with fidelity?

¢ All study schools implemented the WSWC model as intended, with either high or moderate
fidelity. The study team measured implementation fidelity based on 22 indicators that represented
the intended delivery of the WSWC model: Student Success Coach training and professional
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development, how on-site teams worked together, Tier 1 services offered, and Tier 2 services
offered.? None of the schools implemented the WSWC model with low fidelity. In school year
2018-19, most schools (86%) implemented the model with high overall fidelity; in school year
2019-20, 28% implemented the model with high fidelity.

The main barriers to high fidelity were related to staffing: finding replacements for Student Success
Coaches who left and making sure a Student Success Coach served all ELA and math classrooms. This
finding is consistent with the staffing challenges that other service delivery programs often face.

o City Year identified about a quarter of students in the study schools as needing one or more
Tier 2 services. At the time of the study, the target number of hours of tutoring in ELA and math
was 15 hours per student in a school year. But there were some differences across districts.

Students chosen to receive ELA or math Tier 2 services had 13 hours of tutoring on average in
school year 2018-19. Students chosen to receive SEL/behavior Tier 2 services got 2 hours of
coaching on average. Students chosen to receive attendance Tier 2 services got 3 hours of coaching
on average. Student Success Coaches were not required to log SEL/behavior and attendance
service hours each day. So, the amount of coaching that students received may be underestimated.

Did students in middle schools partnering with City Year have better outcomes on
average than students in similar schools not providing WSWC services?

e Proficiency rates on ELA and math state tests were higher than expected in schools partnering with
City Year and in comparison schools. The study team looked at time trends based on the outcomes
of consecutive cohorts of sixth-grade students enrolled in the study schools (four pre-intervention
cohorts and four intervention cohorts). In the pre-intervention period, the share of students
proficient on ELA and math state tests at the end of sixth grade declined in both groups of schools.
Then, during the intervention period, proficiency rates stopped declining and were stable. So,
proficiency rates on state tests were higher than expected in the intervention period compared to
pre-intervention trends.

Figure 2 shows the positive deviations from trend. Deviations from trend were not statistically
different across the two groups of schools. This pattern was also observed for proficiency rates at
the end of seventh grade.

e Trends in disciplinary outcomes and absenteeism were stable over time, with some improvements
in seventh grade, in schools partnering with City Year and in comparison schools. The share of
students who were suspended or expelled in sixth grade, and chronic absenteeism rates in sixth
grade, were stable over time in both groups of schools during the pre-intervention period and also
during the intervention period. Trends in these outcomes did not change during the intervention

2 Implementation fidelity to the Tier 2 services component was based on whether the expected number of students was served, rather
than the hours of services that students received (dosage).
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period. Figure 2 shows the small deviations from trend. The share of students who were suspended
or expelled in seventh grade, and who were chronically absent, was lower than expected for some
intervention cohorts compared to pre-intervention trends, in both groups of schools. Deviations
from trend were not statistically different across the two groups of schools.

o “Business as usual” in the comparison schools also included high levels of student supports.
Seventy-eight percent of comparison schools were working with outside partners to provide
student supports (academic, social and emotional, behavior, after-school). This high service level
may explain why trends over time were similar in the City Year schools and the comparison schools
for most student outcomes.

Figure 2. Estimated Deviations From Pre-intervention Trend for the Intervention Cohorts, Sixth-
Grade Outcomes
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Did eligible students offered Tier 2 services have better outcomes than eligible
students in the same school who were not offered these services?

Students offered SEL/behavior Tier 2 services reported higher self-awareness than students not
offered SEL/behavior Tier 2 services in school year 2018—19. The estimated effect on self-
awareness (effect size = 0.32, p-value = 0.21) was not statistically significant but is meaningful
within the context of other whole-school SEL interventions (Goldberg et al., 2019). The effect was
smaller in school year 2019-20. Students offered SEL/behavior Tier 2 services showed better self-
management than students not offered SEL/behavior Tier 2 services. Students offered
SEL/behavior Tier 2 services were also more likely to have been suspended. But the effects were
not significant in either year.

Students offered Tier 2 services did not have statistically better ELA, math, or attendance outcomes
than students not offered Tier 2 services. The effects for students who were offered ELA and math
Tier 2 services were not significant for math and ELA test scores in school year 2018-19 and for
course grades in either year. The effects for students who were offered attendance services were
not significant for attendance or chronic absenteeism.

Table 2. Effect Sizes by Outcome

Outcome Effect size

Academic Outcomes

SY 18-19 Math Test Scores 0.01
SY 18-19 ELA Test Scores -0.01
SY 18-19 Math Grades -0.02
SY 18-19 English Grades 0.01
SY 19-20 Math Grades 0.11
SY 19-20 English Grades -0.06
SEL Outcomes

SY 18-19 Self-Awareness 0.32
SY 18-19 Self-Management 0.15
SY 19-20 Self-Awareness 0.13
SY 19-20 Self-Management 0.15
Attendance

SY 18-19 Percentage of Days Absent 0.08
SY 19-20 Percentage of Days Absent -0.09

Note. SY = school year.
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Conclusions and implications for future studies

Partnering with an outside organization like City Year is an option for schools that want to give their
students a holistic set of academic and behavioral supports. City Year’s holistic approach seeks to
improve school climate and give students a wide range of supports to improve their well-being. This
approach differs from a strategy that only focuses on high-dosage academic tutoring (one-on-one
tutoring or tutoring in small groups a few times a week). City Year’s holistic approach is consistent with
the practice implications of the science of learning and development and research showing the
benefits of pairing academic interventions in schools with strong conditions for learning (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2020). Student Success Coaches can create a rich environment for students that
fosters their development and well-being.

All study schools implemented City Year’'s WSWC model as intended, with either high or moderate
fidelity. Proficiency rates on ELA and math state tests were higher than expected in schools partnering
with City Year and in matched-comparison schools. In schools partnering with City Year, students who
were offered SEL/behavior Tier 2 services had higher self-awareness in the first year of the study than
students who were not offered these services. Self-awareness is critical for developing important skills
such as goal setting, interpersonal competencies, and executive function skills (Gestsdottir & Lerner,
2008; Nagaoka et al., 2015; Zlotnik & Toglia, 2018). It also helps students cope with stress (Rith-
Najarian et al., 2014; Salovey et al., 1995).

A key lesson from this evaluation is that it is hard to isolate and measure the effects of a holistic
intervention like City Year’s WSWC model. One challenge in this study is that students in the
comparison groups also received services and supports. In the whole-school study, most comparison
schools were partnering with an outside organization to provide student supports. This suggests that
schools that chose to partner with City Year are in districts that were committed to offering some
version of whole-child supports.

In the Tier 2 study, the aim, from a research viewpoint, was for students randomly assigned to the
control group to not receive Tier 2 services. But Student Success Coaches worked with students in the
control group when they asked for help. So, at some point the coaches interacted with both treatment
and control students. All students were likely to benefit from this ethically and politically appropriate
choice in the long run (Farmer et al., 2011; Norwalk et al., 2016).

Another challenge is that indicators for the outcomes that holistic models aim to improve, like school
climate and student well-being, are less consistently available over time and across districts. These
indicators are also harder to measure than academic outcomes, especially over a longer time period.
Besides outcome measures, many other complexities are important to understand but hard to
measure. Examples include interactions between Student Success Coaches and teachers and decisions
that teachers and administrators make about students receiving Tier 2 services. Holistic interventions
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like the WSWC model seek to change the whole school environment. This long-term process requires
broad measures and more time to show effects.

Even with these challenges, it is important to keep studying holistic approaches. Many schools and
communities seem to be moving in the direction of adopting holistic approaches. Lesson learned from
these studies help us understand how to use such approaches to help students reach their full
potential. So, a more useful pathway for future research may be to plan studies that seek to learn
about individual experiences, the environment, and the processes schools go through to implement
holistic models. The lessons gained would help strengthen the models’ service delivery and design in
different settings.

For example, case studies could explore different assets in school environments, such as student—adult
relationships, coach—teacher relationships, student needs, school priorities, and school staff buy-in.
The studies would explore these elements across different contexts and over time. Studies could also
collect data that capture the unique experiences of students, teachers, and Student Success Coaches.
Focus groups with students would help us understand their lived experiences and how they perceive
the model. To make this data collection as relevant as possible, study sites and school leaders should
be involved in research planning and design, and students and Student Success Coaches should be
engaged in sensemaking about the research findings.
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