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Using Research Evidence to  
Strengthen Support for At-Risk Students
A CASE STUDY OF COMMUNITIES IN SCHOOLS

Leigh Parise and Farhana Hossain

One in four public schools in America is a high-poverty school — one where more than 75 percent 
of students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunches. Many of these students face serious chal-
lenges such as housing instability and hunger, and the high levels of stress in their daily lives can 
affect their school attendance and performance. While high school graduation rates have increased 
nationwide, students from poor families still lag far behind other students.

Communities In Schools (CIS) works to integrate a variety of support services for students to keep 
them on a path to graduation. CIS takes a tiered approach to service provision: some services are 
broadly available to all students at a school and others are directed at those most at risk of dropping 
out. CIS has partnered with evaluators over the years to better understand the implementation and 
effects of its services; one such recent evaluation was conducted by MDRC. 

This brief takes a closer look at the CIS model and describes how the organization has used evalu-
ation findings to enhance and modify its services, a story that could provide important lessons to 
many states and school districts in the years to come. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA — the 
law that replaced No Child Left Behind) pushes schools to adopt evidence-based practices and inte-
grated student support services like those in the CIS model, and the steps CIS has taken to improve 
that model may help schools and districts with their own continuous improvement efforts.

WHAT IS COMMUNITIES IN SCHOOLS?

As illustrated on the next page, CIS provides services to students in 10 areas, delivered with varying 
intensity and duration based on students’ levels of need. CIS places site coordinators in schools who 
then establish systems that provide services to both the whole school and individual students. Site 
coordinators deliver some services directly and find outside partners to deliver others. 

CIS’s recently redesigned model has three tiers of increasingly intensive support. Tier 1 services are 
available to all students and are designed to foster a positive school climate and address school- 
level risk factors. Examples of Tier 1 services include college fairs, school-wide antibullying pro-
grams, and healthy cooking classes for families. Students receiving more intensive and individually 
tailored Tier 2 and 3 services participate in CIS case management to increase the probability that 
each will stay and succeed in school. Case management is a collaborative process in which site co-
ordinators identify students who are at risk of dropping out and work with them to: (1) assess their 
needs and assets; (2) create individual plans of action; (3) provide, arrange for, and coordinate ser-
vices; (4) monitor and adjust services; and (5) evaluate students’ progress toward established goals. 

CIS site coordinators engage in these steps at varying levels of intensity (higher-risk students have 
their progress evaluated more closely, for example) and provide students receiving case manage-
ment with a combination of Tier 2 and 3 services. Tier 2 targeted services are typically provided in a 
group setting to students with a common need (examples include leadership development groups, 
career training programs, and after-school math tutoring). The intensive services in Tier 3 are typi-
cally provided one-on-one to students with highly specific needs (examples include mental health 
counseling, mentoring, home visits, and connecting homeless students with housing assistance).

https://www.communitiesinschools.org
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SNAPSHOT: Communities In Schools

How does CIS work in schools and communities?

CIS provides a model of tiered and integrated support services to help students stay in school.

Services are offered in 
10 areas.

CIS currently works in more than 2,300 schools 
across 25 states and the District of Columbia.

Support services have different central goals 
in elementary, middle, and high schools.

Support in each area is offered in three tiers. Students with different needs 
and risks receive services of 

varying intensity.
Academic assistance

Basic needs and resources

Behavior

College, career preparation

Community service

Enrichment, motivation

Family engagement

Life and social skills

Mental health

Physical health

Tier 1: School-wide 
Low-intensity, typically 
short-term services 
offered to all students

Tier 2: Targeted
Services typically provided 
in groups to students
with a common need 

Tier 3: Individual
The most intensive services 
for students with highly 
specific needs 

CASE-MANAGED
STUDENTS

RISK LEVEL

Low

High

1 2 3

For example, a high-risk 
student is likely to receive more 
Tier 2 and 3 services, whereas a 
lower-risk student may receive 
more Tier 2 services.

SERVICES ACROSS TIERS

About 90% of the 1.5 million 
students served by CIS qualify for 
free or reduced-price lunches. 

CIS Affiliates
Nonprofit organizations

oversee local 
implementation,

build partnerships,
and hire

and train site 
coordinators.

CIS Site Coordinators 
Work in schools
to plan services

and provide support
to students.

Community
Partners

Service providers and 
other organizations
in the community  

work with site 
coordinators to 

support students.

CIS National
Oversees the 

development and 
enhancement of
the model and 

develops tools and 
resources for  

implementation.

Attendance; parent 
engagement; social and 
emotional development

Behavior; social and 
emotional development

Persistence; completion; 
college and career readiness
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HOW DID CIS USE EVALUATIONS TO INFORM ITS CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT EFFORTS?

A recent evaluation by MDRC and an earlier one conducted by ICF International have shown some 
positive and some inconclusive findings for the CIS model as a whole and for CIS case management.

• MDRC’s study found that elementary school students’ attendance improved more in 
schools implementing the CIS whole-school model than it did in schools without CIS. 

• Both studies have found that high schools implementing CIS whole-school services in-
creased their graduation rates. Because of limitations related to finding a group of credible 
comparison schools it is not clear that CIS was more effective than other approaches, but the 
CIS model appears to be at least as effective.

• MDRC’s study found that CIS case management succeeded in getting targeted students 
into more support activities and improving several of their nonacademic outcomes. But 
case management did not improve students’ attendance, academic performance, or behav-
ior relative to students who did not receive case management. The earlier ICF study had 
found positive effects on some outcomes related to attendance and academics.

In addition to assessing the effects of CIS services overall, both evaluations analyzed the model’s ef-
fects on different subgroups of students. The studies also collected information from students, CIS 
staff members, and staff members from participating schools to shed light on the factors that affect 
the model’s implementation. This information helped CIS make decisions about its program, so that 
evaluation was a constructive process rather than simply a thumbs-up or thumbs-down endeavor. 
In fact, based on findings from these evaluations, CIS has taken steps to:

1. Make sure that services implemented in CIS schools are faithful to the CIS model.
CIS serves thousands of schools nationwide; the national office is responsible for developing and 
enhancing the CIS model and independent local affiliates oversee its implementation. The ICF eval-
uation suggested that some CIS schools were implementing the model better than others, and 
that higher-quality implementation was associated with stronger impacts. In response, CIS National 
defined core components of the CIS model, set network-wide standards for implementation, and 
developed training and resources to help affiliates understand and meet those standards. 

2. Introduce greater differentiation in case management to accommodate varying needs.
MDRC’s evaluation found that moderate-risk students receiving case management received sim-
ilar types and amounts of services as higher-risk students. CIS had been using a two-tier service- 
delivery model, but in response to this finding it shifted to the three-tier model described above. 
This new approach is closer to the tiered frameworks many schools have adopted in recent years. 
It emphasizes that students fall on a continuum of risks and needs, and provides different services 
to better meet those needs. CIS National has also provided more specific guidance to affiliates con-
cerning case management. 

3. Target students at stages in their school careers when they can benefit the most.
The MDRC and ICF evaluations both suggested that CIS case management may work the best for 
students who begin receiving it when they first enter middle or high school. CIS is therefore redou-
bling its efforts to target students during those transition years. 

4. Build systems for continuous monitoring and data collection.
MDRC’s early implementation research found variation among affiliates in the degree to which they 
were monitoring student progress and adjusting services as needed. In response CIS has imple-
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mented more detailed standards regarding how often 
site coordinators must check in with students and has 
developed a new data system that allows them to ex-
amine service provision and progress toward goals in 
real time, and to make adjustments to students’ sup-
port plans. 

5. Develop tools to help affiliates select partners of-
fering high-quality, evidence-based interventions.

MDRC’s evaluation showed that CIS staff members 
rely heavily on services provided by partner organiza-
tions and that it is challenging to monitor the quality of 
these services. CIS National has therefore developed 
training and tools to help affiliates engage partners of-
fering high-quality, evidence-based interventions. For 
example, CIS is working on a “Student Support Gen-
erator” to identify evidence-based interventions and 
associated providers.

6. Emphasize social and emotional learning and help 
schools assess nonacademic outcomes.

MDRC’s evaluation found that CIS case management 
had positive effects on students’ relationships with 
adults and peers, their engagement with school, their 
educational attitudes, and their belief that education 
has value for their lives. These findings have led CIS to 
develop its own measure of social and emotional skills 
and competence, and to incorporate assessments of 
social and emotional learning into case management. 
One major goal is to better understand how CIS can af-
fect students’ academic outcomes by improving their 
social and emotional competence and well-being. 

CONCLUSION

CIS has committed itself to being a learning organi-
zation, regularly evaluating aspects of its program in 
order to improve its work on behalf of students. Eval-
uations do suggest that whole-school models of inte-
grated student services offer the promise of positive 
effects, and that it is important to pay attention to 
how tiered support services are implemented, to en-
sure that they improve conditions for students above 
and beyond the kinds of support already available to 
them. As this brief outlines, CIS has used evaluation 
findings to continue to refine its model, to increase its 
effects on the students and schools it serves, to reach 
the students who need support the most, and to connect students to high-quality services. As 
schools and districts consider plans to comply with ESSA that may include evidence-based pro-
grams or integrated systems of support, they may find important lessons in this story.

Whole-School Services

Case Management Services

CIS Evaluations At a Glance

ICF International  (1999-2005)
Sample: 1,204 schools in 7 states
Method: Compared changes after
CIS entered schools with changes at
non-CIS schools

MDRC  (2005-2011)
Sample: 131 schools in 2 states
Method: Compared changes in trends
after CIS entered schools with
changes in trends at non-CIS schools

Both studies measured effects
on attendance, graduation, and 
test scores.

CIS
schools

Non-CIS
schools

CIS case
management

Other
services

Compared
similar

elementary,
middle, and
high schools

ICF International  (2007-2010)
Sample: 575 middle and high 
school students in 3 states

MDRC  (2012-2014)
Sample: 2,230 middle and high
school students in 3 states

The studies measured effects on 
attendance, school progress,
credit accumulation, graduation, 
behavior, and discipline, as well as  
some nonacademic outcomes.

Compared
students
randomly

assigned to
two groups


