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The dropout epidemic in the United States merits 
immediate, large-scale attention from policymakers....
– Bridgeland, et al., The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives  
 of High School Dropouts (2006)



Research and experience indisputably reflect the continuing 

crisis in education: America’s youth are dropping out of school 

in record numbers, and gaps in student performance among 

low-income and minority students continue to widen. In the 

wake of a call to action by educators, business leaders, and 

government officials, attention to these issues has generally 

focused on (and been limited to) academic issues. Notably, the 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 has focused nearly exclusively 

on core academic accountability measures—standardized testing 

and related accountability systems, teacher quality, supplemental 

educational services, and the like. 

Those areas of focus are, indeed, vitally important, but they do 

not reflect the research- and practice-based reality that more is 

required to support most at-risk students. They do not reflect the 

reality that at-risk students often need more than the best teachers 

or the most rigorous curriculum in order to succeed—they need 

additional supports that will reinforce the work of educators in the 

schools. More specifically, these areas of focus do not reflect the 

positive impact that community-based, integrated student services 

have on at-risk students and their families. One recent national 

study found a “nearly universal acknowledgement by educators, 

parent groups and community groups about the vital impact that 

supporting [and] trusted community organizations [could] have 

in helping students and schools succeed.”1

In thousands of schools throughout the country, organizations 

provide community-based, integrated student services as a way to 

help at-risk students—and their schools—succeed. These services, 

ranging from providing mentors to meeting health and counseling 

needs, vary by student, but by definition are systemically linked 

to school-based efforts to meet the health, safety and counseling 

needs of at-risk youth. They include an array of student-specific 

support services centered on the establishment of:

a. A one-on-one relationship with adults who mentor or help 

guide students; 

b. A safe place for students to learn and develop before, during 

and after the school day; 

c. Connections to health professionals and counselors; 

d. Connections with college and career counselors – as well as 

internship opportunities – that can help students envision their 

potential for achieving significant goals; and 

e. Connections to community service and service- 

learning opportunities.”2

Despite overwhelming evidence of the need for -- and positive 

impact of -- community-based, integrated student services on 

student learning outcomes,3 federal law has not included support 

for comprehensive reform strategies that include these services. 

And, too few schools have resources to provide them. Thus, as put 

cogently by the director of the Harvard Family Research Project, 

many years of research confirm that “[n]ow is the time...[for] 

action. The question we must ask is, in addition to quality schools, 

what nonschool learning resources should we invest in and scale 

up to improve educational outcomes, narrow achievement gaps, 

and equip our children with the knowledge and skills needed 

to succeed in the complex and global 21st century?”4 The simple 

answer is that we must, as a nation, invest in more comprehensive, 

proven and cost-efficient strategies that will help reduce dropout 

rates and close the achievement gaps. Supporting community-

based, integrated student services is one critical step in  

that direction.

1

I  Introduction

Community-based, integrated student services are interventions 
that improve student achievement by connecting community 
resources with both the academic and social service needs 
of students. Such interventions focus programmatic energy, 
resources, and time on shared school and student goals. Through 
the efforts of a single point of contact, individual student needs 
are assessed and research-based connections made between 
students and targeted community resources. 

What Are Communit y-Based,  
Integrated Student Ser v ices?
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1 The dropout epidemic and the pervasive achievement 

gap, both of which disproportionately affect low-income 

and minority students, are the central, unmet challenges facing 

public education in America.

■ “For the nation’s ethnic and racial minorities, particularly 

Hispanics and African Americans, the consequences of 

dropping out are... daunting. There is a high school dropout 

crisis far beyond the imagination of most Americans, 

concentrated in urban schools and relegating many thousands 

of minority children to a life of failure.”5 

■ A half-dozen recent studies report “little progress” in closing 

the achievement gap, and the “landscape” reflects that the gap 

between African Americans or Hispanics and white students is 

widening over the course of 12 years in school.6 

■ “It is clear that minority students and poor students have 

disproportionately faced conditions that are hindrances to 

achieving at levels reached by majority students, from birth 

to school completion—if, in fact, they complete. At different 

points along the way they will, on average, be behind white 

children in their cognitive development.”7 

2 The failure to comprehensively address the dropout 

epidemic and the corresponding achievement gaps 

among students will result in continuation of the status 

quo—with adverse consequences affecting America’s economic 

prosperity and national security interests.

■ “Increasing the high school completion rate by 1 percent for 

all men ages 20-60 would save the United States $1.4 billion 

annually in reduced costs associated with crime.”8

■ “Dropouts are substantially more likely to rely on public 

assistance than those with a high school diploma. The 

estimated lifetime revenue loss for male dropouts ages 25-34 is 

$944 billion. The cost to the public of their crime and welfare 

benefits is estimated to total $24 billion annually.”9 

■ “The U[nited] S[tates] would save $41.8 billion in health care 

costs if the 600,000 young people who dropped out in 2004 

were to complete one additional year of education. If only 

one-third of high school dropouts were to earn a high school 

diploma, federal savings in reduced costs for food stamps, 

housing assistance, and Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families would amount to $10.8 billion annually.”1 0

■ Societal costs of students dropping out—including welfare and 

crime costs—make it “crucial to have a national focus on the 

identification and broad use of efficient and replicable dropout 

prevention...programs.”11

3 The American public has identified the need to improve 

schools and student performance as a national priority. 

■ “[There] is virtually an undisputable agreement that education 

is a good thing, indeed an irreplaceable element in achieving 

success in the current and future marketplace...”12 

■ “The adverse impact that dropping out of school has on 

both those who drop out and society itself has long been 

recognized...Given the multiple adverse consequences associated 

with dropping out, lowering the dropout rate has long been a 

goal of educators and legislators.”13

What Research and Experience Tell Us: 
Facts About Community-Based, Integrated 
Student ServicesII
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4 Efforts to eliminate the epidemic of students dropping 

out of school and the pervasive achievement gaps 

among students will succeed only if they are comprehensive 

and student-centered. In addition to classroom-based reforms, 

schools must ensure that a definable range of community-

based, integrated student services are provided. 

■ “Schools alone cannot resolve problems of violence, family 

crises, mental health challenges, and other child and family 

problems that naturally find their way to the school  

house door.”14 

■ Non-school supports “will not achieve the goal of making  

sure that children are successful” if they are provided in the 

“same old ways—piecemeal, in silos, disconnected from each 

other and from schools... To be effective, non-school supports 

must be “linked and aligned with each other and with schools 

to maximize their effectiveness in leveling the playing field  

for children.”15  

■ “Intentional strategies” to link community partners with 

students and families in need “can overcome fragmentation” 

within a school and lead to positive student outcomes.16 

■ [E]vidence of positive impacts from these integrated approaches 

include[s] better family functioning and parental involvement, 

healthy youth development and improved social behavior, 

improved academic achievement and learning outcomes, and 

enhanced community life.”17  

■ A review of 45 prevention and intervention studies addressing 

dropouts or school completion establishes that “there is no 

single best program; preventing dropout can occur in a variety 

of ways.” “Student engagement” is a “key ingredient,” with its 

focus on “promoting school completion through approaches 

that... involve multiple systems in the students’ lives, occur over 

time, and are individualized to meet student needs.”18  

5 Community-based, integrated student services, which 

provide vital support in mitigating the risk that students 

will drop out of school and in improving student achievement, 

permit school and district officials to focus their energies on 

issues central to classroom learning.

■ “Adolescents who participate regularly in community-

based youth development programs (including arts, sports, 

and community service) have better academic and social 

outcomes—as well as higher education and career aspiration—

than other, similar teens. We also know that when the core 

academic curriculum is tied to the community, removing the 

artificial separation between the classroom and the real world, 

student outcomes are improved.”19  

■ “Through community-based observation, discussion, and 

problem solving, students acquire both facts and multiple 

perspectives against which to refine their existing knowledge 

and skills. Teachers also connect school-day learning with 

learning in before- and after-school, community-based, and 

work-study programs and value these venues as important 

opportunities for students to apply skills from across  

the curriculum.”20 

■ “In community schools, educators do not operate on the 

assumption that the school has all the assets and expertise 

necessary to improve student learning. Instead, they collaborate 

with partners who demonstrate they are committed to results 

that are important to the school system and the community. 

Schools are transformed into much more than just a portfolio 

of programs and services. They become a powerful agent for 

change in the lives of young people and their families and 

improve the climate of the entire school.”21 
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6 Well designed and implemented community-based 

programs effectively leverage non-public resources and  

are cost effective. 

■ One national nonprofit organization, with a 30-year history 

of providing at-risk youth with community-based, integrated 

services, serves nearly one million young people nationwide 

in more than 3,000 schools, by leveraging the help of 53,000 

volunteers and 14,000 community organizations so that:  

•  Only 5 percent of all human resources are paid staff; and 

•  On average, each paid staff member serves nearly  

300 students. 

In addition, through its focus on management of resources, each 

$100 of public resources leverages $82 of private resources.22 

7 The No Child Left Behind Act currently fails to 

strategically address the importance of schools and 

districts leveraging community-based, integrated student 

services to improve student achievement and the success  

of schools. 

■ “The United States does not have a coherent youth policy to 

prevent at-risk youth from becoming disconnected and to help 

disconnected youth become productive members of society. 

Instead we have a patchwork of fragmented and often poorly 

funded programs at the federal level that do not have common 

objectives or accountability measures. Nor do state and local 

areas typically have comprehensive youth policies.”23 

■ “Although the federal government has expressed considerable 

interest and funded some discrete projects, its efforts have 

been limited. The movement toward school-linked services 

will not be successful, or even successfully evaluated, without a 

decision...to make a deeper commitment to...this approach.”24 

“Schools need to provide a wide range 
of ...intensive assistance strategies 
for struggling students in schools—
[including]...counseling, mentoring, 
tutoring, service learning, ...and 
more—and provide adult advocates in 
the school who can help students find 
the support they need.....Schools also 
need to...enhance their coordination 
with community-based institutions and 
government agencies.”

– Bridgeland, et al., The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives  

of High School Dropouts (2006). 
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1 The effective and efficient delivery of community-based, 

integrated student services to at-risk students depends 

upon the existence of dedicated staff in schools who can 

identify and match student needs and community resources to 

meet those needs. Thus, Congress should provide competitive 

grant funding for community-based, nonprofit organizations to 

provide integrated, school-based services to at-risk students. 

Congress should provide funding to support competitive grants 

to community-based nonprofit organizations, which will (in 

collaboration with districts and schools) hire and support 

school-based outreach coordinators who will be responsible for 

identifying student needs and connecting available community 

resources to meet those needs. Funding should be available 

to support the efforts of Title I districts that have identified 

high-poverty, low performing schools in need of significant 

community-based resources, which have also failed to make 

Adequate Yearly Progress. Funding should be targeted toward 

nonprofit organizations working with schools that have:

■ Leadership committed to establishing strong relationships  

with community organizations that can meet the needs of  

at-risk students;

■ The clear need for community support for at-risk students  

and their families;

■ The community capacity and willingness to support significant 

school improvement efforts; and 

■ Data systems that will permit meaningful evaluation of student 

outcomes and relevant investments over time.

This recommendation reflects current research and tracks the 

specific recommendation of one recent study recognizing that 

“districts and schools [should]...leverage their own limited 

resources by engaging community organizations” and dedicating 

staff “who are responsible for making the necessary connections 

between community resources and student/parent needs.”25

2 The effective and efficient delivery of community-based, 

integrated student services should be a strategy that all 

schools are required to evaluate and, as appropriate, pursue, 

when they do not to meet state performance goals over time. 

Thus, Congress should expand the range of support for schools 

not making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). 

Schools that have failed to make AYP for one year, and that are 

designated as “in need of improvement” should be required to, 

in their development of school improvement plans, include with 

specific goals and timetables:

■ A plan for identifying students in the greatest need of support, 

along with the kind of academic and non-academic support 

those students likely need;

■ A plan for identifying and coordinating community services 

that can provide support to identified students;

■ A set of strategies designed to leverage community resources to 

meet identified needs of low-performing students; and 

■ Criteria upon which such efforts will be evaluated over time, 

including relevant student performance criteria.

For schools designated as “in need of improvement” for two or 

more consecutive years, districts should be required to provide 

■  Improve achievement of at-risk students;
■  Support schools in need; and 
■  Leverage significant non-federal resources.

Federal Law Should Promote Community-
Based, Integrated Strategies That:III
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technical assistance to enhance their efforts to implement school 

improvement plans that will improve student achievement, 

which include a focus on matching community-based, integrated 

student services with identified student needs.

All middle schools designated as “in need of improvement” for 

two consecutive years, and high schools that meet the same 

criteria that also have dropout rates exceeding 10 percent, should 

be required to develop individual student performance plans 

for students identified as significantly at risk of dropping out 

of school based on key factors (e.g., attendance, achievement, 

behavior, suspensions) in order to target access to an appropriate 

range of community-based, student support services.

3 The delivery of community-based, integrated student 

services in schools should be guided by research- and 

evidence-based criteria that reflect the provision of systemic, 

replicable, cost-effective, and student-centric services. Thus, 

Congress should authorize funding for new national initiatives 

that establish and implement these criteria. 

Congress should authorize funding for new national initiatives – 

administered by nonprofit organizations. These initiatives would 

combine research and evidence-based strategies, training, and 

technical assistance with certification and evaluation of efforts 

of community-based organizations. These community-based 

organizations are dedicated to meeting student needs, improving 

student achievement, and mitigating the risk of dropping out of 

school. In particular, those funds should be targeted to ensure 

that community-based organizations providing support for at-risk 

students are as effective in their interventions as possible and that 

they are working in ways that are most cost-effective.

There needs to be a “federal evaluation 
of [dropout prevention] programs and 
the sharing of the most innovative  
and successful programs that can  
be brought to scale.”

– Bridgeland, et al., The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives  

of High School Dropouts (2006)

The “most successful” school-
community arrangements have a 
coordinator of community services 
“serving as part of the school’s 
management team.” 

– Martin J. Blank, “Community Schools Creating Comprehensive 

Opportunities and Supports for Children and Families”, Boston 

Children’s Institute of the Home for Little Wanderers, (2000)
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