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Introduction
City Connects (CCNX), formerly Boston Connects, began in 2001 in 

response to the difficult problem that out-of-school factors seriously 

impede students’ ability to benefit from instruction in schools with high 

rates of poverty.1  Schools cannot close the achievement gap without a 

systemic approach to addressing barriers to learning.  At the same time, 

they do not have the capacity to provide the services and enrichment 

opportunities necessary to enable students to be successful. 

To address these out-of-school factors that impede learning, we designed 

CCNX. The mission of CCNX is to have children engage and learn in school 

by connecting each child with the tailored set of prevention, intervention 

and enrichment services he or she needs to thrive. To accomplish this 

mission, CCNX relies on the rich services and enrichments provided 

by district programs and community agencies. To link schools and 

community agencies, CCNX has developed a school-based infrastructure 

that coordinates comprehensive supports for learning and healthy 

development. The intervention described in this report is designed for 

elementary school students. We are currently adapting the model for early 

childhood and for middle and high school students. We are also following 

the elementary school children once they leave the intervention, into 

middle school and high school.

This report is an abridged version of the quantitative and qualitative 

outcomes of the City Connects ongoing evaluation. Our appendices for 

2009-2010 present more detailed information about the City Connects 

intervention, its phased rollout in two Boston Public School (BPS) clusters, 

and the demographics of the schools involved. The full appendices also 

describe in detail the data sources and methodologies employed and the 

full results of the quantitative and qualitative analyses of those data. 

This summary describes the analyses we conducted in the academic 

year 2009-2010. Quantitative analyses drew on a rich variety of sources, 

including report card scores, state test scores, student and teacher surveys, 

and publicly available demographic data. Because quantitative data from 

the Boston Public Schools and the state do not become available until 

fall of the following year (in this case, Fall 2010), some of the quantitative 

analyses are based on data from 2008-2009. In order to supplement 

and illuminate the quantitative data, CCNX also rigorously analyzed 

qualitative data from key participants at the heart of the intervention: 

1 See Rothstein 2010; Berliner 2009; and Walsh & Brabeck 2005.



©2011 Boston College, Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts2

teachers, principals, and CCNX staff. Qualitative data were gathered and 

analyzed in academic year 2009-2010.

We begin with a short description of the context in which CCNX works.  

Then we briefly describe how urban poverty creates out-of-school 

factors that impact student development and learning. Next, we describe 

current approaches to student support and how they compare with “best 

practices.” Then we briefly outline the City Connects intervention. Next, 

we present quantitative and qualitative findings on: 1) the impact of CCNX 

on academic achievement; 2) the impact of CCNX on factors related to 

thriving, school success, and life chances. Finally, we present data on the 

impact of CCNX on principals, teachers, and community agencies.

Context
City of Boston context
Characteristics of the City of Boston, its public schools, and the City 

Connects (CCNX) schools are important to interpreting and understanding 

the challenges CCNX students face and the impact of the intervention.  We 

begin with an overview of Boston to provide a description of the context in 

which City Connects currently operates.  Next, we describe characteristics 

of student participants and of the schools in City Connects.

Many Boston residents experience social and economic disadvantage, 

school children even more so than the population as a whole. In 2009, 

about 60% of all Boston residents were white, while only 13% of the school 

children were white; 26% of Boston residents were African American, 

while 37% of the school children were African American; and 16% of 

Boston residents were Hispanic /Latino (of any race), compared to 40% 

of the school children.  About 25% of the city’s population was foreign 

born and 34% spoke a language other than English at home. In the Boston 

schools, English was not the first language for 39% of students in 2009, and 

20% of school children were classified as limited English proficiency. 

In 2009, the poverty rate in Boston was 17% overall, but 22% for Boston 

residents with children under 18. 2 That same year, 15% of Boston 

residents received food stamps/SNAP benefits, while 76% of BPS students 

qualified for free or reduced lunch with family incomes at or below 185% 

of the poverty level. Poverty is also evidenced in growing rates of family 

homelessness. The Boston Homeless Census showed that the number of 

families living in emergency shelters or transitional housing jumped 22% 

2   American Community Survey, 2010.
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The Impact of Urban Poverty on Children's  
Development and Learning
The pervasive effects of poverty on academic achievement underscore the 

importance of addressing out-of-school factors in any education reform 

effort.4 Poverty impacts children’s achievement and growth in at least 

three noteworthy ways: 1) limits investment—a family’s ability to invest 

money, time, and energy in fostering children’s growth (e.g., less time to 

read and talk with their children); 2) creates pervasive stress within 

families and their neighborhoods—this undermines children’s sense of 

well-being and safety (e.g., inconsistent parenting behavior or increased 

exposure to community violence that may undermine children’s self-

regulation and social-emotional stability); 3) contributes to chaotic life—

read and0Tf
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Current Models and Best Practice in  
Student Support
Many schools presently are unable to respond to the pressing challenges 

facing students’ out-of-school lives.  Student support structures are the 

product of an earlier time, a different set of needs, and a less diverse 

demographic. The typical approach to student support in most schools: 

1) is fragmented and idiosyncratic, serving a small number of high-need 

students; 2) does not address the full range of needs, focusing mainly on 

risk; 3) does not collect data on the effectiveness of the supports offered 

students; and 4) in practice, does not operate as a core function of the 

school, and as a result, seeks minimal teacher engagement.7 

Grounded in research on child development and the need that it be 

implemented as a core function of schools, optimized student support 

has six identifying characteristics.  It is: 1) customized to the unique 

strengths, needs, and interests of each student; 2) comprehensive, serving 

the academic, social/emotional, health, and family needs of all students 

from a variety of cultural and ethnic backgrounds; 3) coordinated 

among families, schools, and community agencies; 4) cost-effective to 

schools by leveraging the resources provided by community agencies; 

5) continuously monitored for effectiveness through collecting and 

analyzing data to evaluate and improve service delivery and student 

outcomes; and 6) implemented in all sites with fidelity and oversight.

The City Connects Model
Partners and Rationale
Built on the best practices described above, City 

Connects is a partnership delivering optimized 

student support. Figure 2 shows the three partners - 

the Boston Public Schools, a wide range of community 

agencies, and Boston College.  Boston College is the 

nerve center of City Connects.  BC developed and 

delivers the City Connects intervention and is the 

home of the leadership, implementation, and research 

and evaluation teams.

7  Walsh & DePaul 2008.

1  D a t a  s o u r c e :  C C N X  S t u d e n t  S u p p o r t  I n f o r m a t i o n  S y s t e m  d a t a b a s e ,  2 8 0 8 - 1 0 . 2  D a t a  s o u r c e :  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n  e n r o l l m e n t  d a t a ,  2 8 0 8 - 1 0 .F i g u r e 2 2 4  T h e  C C N X  p a r t n e r s h i p
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History of the City Connects intervention
In the academic year 2001-02, CCNX was initially implemented in six 

schools located in one geographic neighborhood (BPS Cluster 5, which 

includes Allston, Brighton, and Mission Hill sections of the city). An 

external funder, who provided a planning grant in 1999, stipulated that 

development and design of CCNX take place in Cluster 5. In 2007, the 

district stipulated that expansion of CCNX occur in BPS Cluster 2 (the 

North End, South End, and Lower Roxbury), adding five new schools.  At 

that time, seven schools from other BPS clusters were randomly chosen 

to serve as comparison schools. CCNX and comparison schools are our 

“legacy schools”.8  By this we mean that the students from these schools 

are being followed longitudinally from kindergarten through high school 

to assess the long term impact of the CCNX intervention. Figure 4 shows 

the map of Boston with the locations of the CCNX and comparison schools.  

In September of the academic year 2010-11, at the invitation of the district, 

CCNX expanded to seven “turnaround” schools—that is, schools officially 

designated by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) standards as in the category 

of “Restructuring.” Next year’s Annual Report will focus on these and our 

“legacy schools.”  

8  It is important to note that during the history of CCNX implementation, there have been 
several school closings and mergers, which is a common fact of life in any urban school 
district.   

“City Connects has been in 

partnership with us since its 

beginning. We have found that 

the schools that have a City 

Connects Coordinator easier to 

work with and the students are 

better [served].” 

—Community agency partner
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Description of the City Connects intervention
 CCNX connects each and every student with the tailored set of prevention, 

intervention, and enrichment services that s/he needs to succeed in school. 

There are six key components of the model:

School Site Coordinator. At the core of the intervention is a full-time 

School Site Coordinator (SSC) in each school, trained as a school counselor 

or school social worker, who connects students to a customized set of 

services through collaboration with families, teachers, school staff, and 

community agencies. The ratio of SSC to student population is 1:400. The 

SSC follows standardized practices codified in the CCNX Practice Manual. 
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Individual Student Review. Students identified as having intensive 

needs, at any point during the school year, receive an Individual Student 

Review (ISR).  This review is independent and distinct from a Special 

Education referral.  A wider team of professionals discuss and develop 

specific measureable goals and strategies for the student. The ISR is 

conducted by the student support team—an existing school structure 

that can include school psychologists, teachers, principals, nurses, and 

occasional community agency staff members and that is typically led by 

the SSC. The number of ISRs in 2009-10 was 242. 

Community agency partnerships. A critical aspect of the role of the 

SSC is developing and maintaining partnerships with community agencies 

and institutions. These relationships are formalized through a CCNX 

Community Resource Advisory Board, comprised of selected citywide 

agency leaders, and a CCNX Resource Advisory Council, which includes 

selected agency representatives working at the local neighborhood level. In 

2009-10, City Connects worked with 208 community partners. 

Connecting students to services, tracking, and following up. During 

and after the conversations with teachers, school staff and leaders, and 

community agency representatives, CCNX School Site Coordinators 

connect each student to the particular enrichment and service programs 

that best meet his or her strengths and needs. To aid with this process, 

and to permit streamlined tracking and follow-up, CCNX has developed 

a proprietary Web-based database, Student Support Information 

System (SSIS).   The SSIS allows for secure collection of data on student 

reviews, individual student plans, service referrals, and providers (both 

school-based and community agencies) who deliver services. SSIS data 

are used for three purposes: 1) record-keeping at the individual and 

school level; 2) monitoring and evaluating the implementation of the 

intervention throughout the school year; and 3) conducting research on the 

effectiveness of the intervention.

The tailoring of services is accomplished through different combinations 

of quantity and type of services from Figure 6, resulting in a unique set 

of services for each student. For any single student, regardless of tier, the 

tailored set might include a combination of prevention and enrichment, early 

intervention, and/or intensive services.

“Whole Class Review brings 

the teachers' attention to 

every student in their class.  It 

is a focused time to review a 

student’s history … and discuss 

plans to help students progress.  

It also gives teachers the sense 

that there is additional support 

for the work they're doing with 

their students.” 

                               —Principal 







©2011 Boston College, Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts14

that are impacting the child’s performance in school.  Data from weekly 

project updates showed that over the course of the year, 93% of School Site 

Coordinators indicated that they provided behavior interventions at some 

point during the school year.  

Fidelity of implementation

In 2009-10, the CCNX program team developed checklists of tasks 

detailing whether School Site Coordinators had implemented key 

procedures required in the CCNX Practice Manual.  In an effort to start 

measuring and reporting on fidelity, CCNX is piloting the use of some 

of the SSC self-report Checklists items as indicators of fidelity to the 

model.  Currently, a two-year analysis of checklist data is underway 

that will inform the development of a more comprehensive fidelity and 

quality monitoring system.  The Whole Class Review checklist data 

strongly support fidelity to the CCNX model.  Highlights include:

	 •	 100%	of	SSCs	developed	a	WCR	schedule	with	meetings	beginning	

in October and ending in January that was shared with the 

principal. 11 

	 •	 91%	of	SSCs	held	pre-WCR	meetings	with	teachers	where	the	

whole-child orientation of the WCR, its emphasis on strengths 

and needs across the four domains, and accompanying forms 

were explained to teachers.

	 •	 100%	of	SSCs	facilitated	and	documented	WCR	discussions	of	

every student, focusing on their strengths and needs in the four 

domains.

	 •	 100%	of	SSCs	identified	and	documented	services	needed	and	

what follow-up was necessary for each student.

	 •	 92%	of	SSCs	determined	and	documented	which	Tier	3	students	

were appropriate for referral to the Student Support Team 

meeting for an Individual Student Review.

	 •	 100%	of	SSCs	followed	up	on	referral	progress	and,	if	applicable,	

documented whether the students had started receiving services. 

11  The calculations included the number of SSCs that responded “Yes” or “No” to each 
item.  The counts exclude SSCs with missing data or ambiguous answers.
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score method (PSM).13  We evaluated the effects on outcomes using both 

the experience of ever being in a CCNX school and the number of years a 

student was in CCNX. 
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Arts scores at grade 6 (r=.60), grade 7 (r=.55) and grade 8 (r=.53). These 

correlations underscore the validity of teacher assessments on report 

cards as measures of student achievement.

As we will see below, MCAS scores in middle school—after the CCNX 

intervention ends—are in fact significantly higher (for most grades and 

tests) for students previously enrolled in CCNX than for comparison school 

students. The association of report card scores and later MCAS scores is 

likely due to the fact that teachers’ evaluations of students on report cards 

are based on students evidencing learning skills that are critical for success 

on MCAS tests. Moreover, our results are consistent with the causal 

hypothesis that the intervention promotes skill-building in elementary 

school math and reading that eventually translates into middle school 

benefits on standardized achievement tests. It appears that teachers first 

recognize important skills that are later detected by middle school MCAS.

Statewide standardized test scores (MCAS)

CCNX has a long-term positive impact on students’ statewide test scores. In 

this section we examine the effects of CCNX on MCAS in English Language 

Arts (ELA) and Mathematics (Math).  MCAS is a series of high-stakes 

tests administered to all students and used to determine Annual Yearly 

Progress as part of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). To date, few of 

our analyses have been able to examine “lagged effects” (i.e. the long term 

effects of CCNX on student outcomes in middle and upper school). The 

analysis of middle school MCAS scores provide one opportunity to study 

lagged effects.

We begin with MCAS scores analyzed without adjustment for demographic 

variables for CCNX and comparison school students. In unadjusted 

comparisons of CCNX and comparison student performance on MCAS, 

the two groups do not significantly differ in elementary school, except 

for grade 3 Math.  Table 5 presents unadjusted mean differences for 

MCAS ELA and Math standardized raw scores (we also studied MCAS 

scaled scores, but report results for raw scores as recommended by the 

Massachusetts Department of Education). 
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Health Knowledge and Behavior

Our evaluation examines the impact of specific services, or combinations 

of services, on student outcomes.  In this year’s report, we have zeroed 

in on the impact of one specific service that was offered to all students in 

grades 2-5, the New Balance Health and Social Competence Curriculum. 

The curriculum was delivered on a weekly basis in the classroom over the 

course of the year by Health Coordinators.  This curriculum was available 

in all of the CCNX schools.  The evaluation utilized measures of a number 

of social competence and health outcome variables.  The health variables 

included knowledge, attitude, and behavior related to nutrition and 

physical exercise.    A full description of the sources, statistical analyses, 

and properties of these measures can be found in the appendices. This 

report presents the outcomes of the health portion of the curriculum.

Exposure to the New Balance Health and Social Competence Curriculum 

makes a significant difference in students’ health knowledge and behaviors 

as measured by the pre- and post-tests in the annual student survey.17  

Table 11 presents results for individual health behavior survey items 

le 11 iereu1.0 of sociBT
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activities that they see as particularly supportive of teachers, such as 

conducting Whole Class Reviews and assisting with behavior challenges in 

the classroom. They also value support to families, such as following up on 

services referrals and facilitating parent meetings.

The work that School Site Coordinators do with community partners is 

valued by principals. Beyond their general satisfaction with the support 

School Site Coordinators provide for sustaining community partnerships 

(92% satisfied), the majority of principals feel that CCNX has improved 

their school’s relationships with community partners (86%).   They 

note that School Site Coordinators help maintain communication with 

community agencies, follow up with agencies to secure services, and 

coordinate agency work in the school. In the 2009-10 survey, one principal 

noted, “We have established new [community] partners due to CCNX 

outreach. There is a new sense of order and protocol in our dealings with 

our partners.” A second principal commented, “We simply do not have 

time to manage these very important relationships [with community 

partners].”

 

Teacher satisfaction and impact on teaching
In the 2009-10 anonymous survey of teachers at CCNX schools, 95% 

percent of responding teachers answered “yes” to the question “Are you 

satisfied with City Connects?”22 Additionally, 97% of the respondents would 

recommend City Connects to a teacher in another school.

Teachers were asked to indicate which specific ways CCNX supported 

their work. Figure 26 presents the percentage who selected each of several 

areas of support. 

22  All 234 teachers in City Connects schools were invited to participate in the survey. Of 
these, 95 completed the survey.

“I see City Connects as a liaison 

to resources for students. I also 

see City Connects as a great 

support system that helps keep 

track of children who are at 

risk or could benefit from extra 

services. The City Connects 

approach is such a powerful 

process. There is no other time 

we get to sit and talk about 

each child across all domains--

not just academic.” 

                         —Teacher 
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