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In our country today, standardized test scores indicate a significant disparity in academic achievement between White students and students of color and between students living in middle and upper class communities and those in poverty. This achievement gap reflects social inequities that systemically deprive students in poverty and students of color of access to resources and opportunities critical to breaking the cycle of poverty and oppression. Currently, 38% of children in the United States – almost 27 million – live in low-income families, while 17% of children in our country – more than 11 million – live in poverty, a proportion that is increasing at an alarming rate (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2005). The academic achievement gap has been called the civil rights issue of this decade, and we believe it is one of the most important social justice issues facing our country today.

In university settings, efforts to promote social justice can often be most evident in undergraduate service learning activities. However, it is imperative for the social justice perspective to go beyond service learning and embrace the research mission of the universities. While we appreciate the vital role of service learning in the formation and education of students, we also recognize that the impact of such an approach is mainly felt at the level of the individual (e.g., the learning disabled child, the family in crisis, the homeless adult). Given that social justice is a relationship between society and individuals in which all individuals have equal access to society’s benefits and burdens (Meara, Schmidt & Day, 1996), the achievement of social justice necessitates structural as well as individual change. 

Universities often have the resources and power to conduct research that can lead to structural changes in social institutions such as schools, hospitals, and government agencies. Endorsing the relationship between social justice and research establishes social justice as a value that can be embraced not only by undergraduates but also by graduate students and faculty. Furthermore, this social justice perspective provides a powerful framework within which Catholic universities are both empowered to gain knowledge through research and obligated to use it to enhance the human condition (Lynch School of Education, 2005). 

This paper will describe how undergraduate students, graduate students and faculty at Boston College collaborate to bring research to bear in a systemic intervention aimed at closing the achievement gap. Recognizing that children who have non-academic barriers to learning – that is - are hungry, depressed, sick or abused, face significant learning challenges, Boston College has collaborated with local schools and community agencies to implement a systemic intervention that addresses the non-academic barriers to learning of students in impoverished Boston schools. After providing an in-depth description of the ways in which non-academic barriers to learning limit academic achievement, we will describe a school-community-university intervention designed to address the impact of the conditions of poverty on student learning, particularly highlighting the unique role of a university in facilitating these partnerships.  Finally, we will discuss the community intervention in light of three characteristics that are crucial to this intervention’s goal of fostering a more just society: (a) collaboration, (b) structural change, (c) effectiveness. 

Statement of the Problem: Racial and Class Disparities in Academic Achievement

Despite progress resulting from the No Child Left Behind legislation and many innovations in classroom instructional strategies, a significant disparity in academic achievement persists between students of color and white students, as well as students who experience poverty and those who do not (Barton, 2001; 2003; Isaacs, 2003; Newsom, 2003). There is growing acknowledgement that the strategies of No Child Left Behind – that is - a near exclusive focus on teaching and learning will not be sufficient to close this achievement gap. It has been demonstrated that improved teaching and learning practices account for about 40-60% of the achievement gap and that class size accounts for another 8%. The remaining 52-32% can be attributed to family and community issues (Darling-Hammond, year). Richard Rothstein (2005), a noted economist and former national education columnist for the New York Times, argues that poverty and issues associated with poverty (e.g., health risks, lack of educational enrichment opportunities, home and neighborhood factors) are major obstacles to children’s ability to learn. Though the largest percentage of children living in low-income families are White, 62% of Latino children and 60% of Black children in the United States live in low-income families (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2005).

Children in poverty experience multiple non-academic barriers that inhibit their capacity to learn (Walsh & Murphy, 2003). Research demonstrates that children living in poverty are significantly limited in terms of their vocabulary and literacy levels (Hart & Risley, 2003). The obesity rate among American children has tripled in the past 25 years (Center for Disease Control, 2005), resulting in a number of health risks (e.g., asthma) and significant school absenteeism. In low-income children, vision problems are known to occur at twice the rate as in middle-school children (Rothstein, 2005). Further, children living in poverty are increasingly at-risk for exposure to community violence, which has been shown to be negatively correlated with academic functioning (Walsh & Murphy, 2003). It is widely recognized that the emergence of these “new morbidities,” (e.g., sexual abuse, domestic and community violence, poverty, drug abuse and homelessness) (Bemak, 2000; Center for Mental Health in Schools, 2003; Dryfoos, 1990; Keys & Bemak, 1997) pose significant threats to children’s well-being and ability to achieve in the classroom (Becker & Luthar, 2002; Greenberg et al., 2003; National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect Information, 2004; Urban Institute, 2000). 
Addressing the Achievement Gap through a School-Community-University Intervention

Consequently, while new approaches to classroom instruction are an essential component, closing the achievement gap will also require schools to address the myriad of social, health and emotional challenges that children face. A comprehensive, coordinated approach to supporting these non-academic needs of students (i.e., student support) is a critical aspect of effective efforts to significantly improve achievement. These services must be comprehensive in that they should be able to address a wide range of needs from mental health services to youth development opportunities. Services must be coordinated in order to be both efficient and effective (Weissberg, Kumpfer, & Seligman, 2003). While schools seem to be a natural hub for the delivery of support services for children and families, most are currently not structured to broker and deliver these supports and services. 

Concerned with the growing achievement gap, a group of researchers at Boston College (i.e., faculty, graduate students) became convinced that the university could play a significant role in developing a systemic response (Brabeck et al., 1998; Walsh, Thompson, Howard, Montes & Garvin, 2000). These researchers were aware that this response would have to involve multiple professions and disciplines to address the wide range of challenges confronting children and families. In addition, the response would require structures that could coordinate supports so that children would not fall between the cracks of various service providers. The Counseling Psychology graduate program (M.A., Ph.D.), which is housed in the Lynch School of Education, took the lead in this effort (Brabeck, Walsh & Kenny, 1997). Faculty members from this program, working within a university structure dedicated to developing partnerships with the community – the Center for Child, Family, and Community Partnerships (CCFCP) - collaborated with professionals from other disciplines and with members of the community to formulate a strategy to address children’s non-academic needs.

Boston Connects is a multiple-school, systemic program designed to providing students with comprehensive, coordinated services and supports (i.e., mental health counseling, youth development programs, before- and after-school programs, family outreach services, and medical care). The program has served 3,300 students through a partnership that links nine Boston Public Elementary Schools and two Catholic schools in one geographic cluster of city schools (Allston/Brighton and Mission Hill/Roxbury neighborhoods). Boston Connects seeks not to merely tack on supports for students as school appendages, but rather to change the school structures, so that student support becomes an essential component of the teaching and learning mission of the schools. By connecting individual students and families with effective in-school student support and well-developed community agency resources, the program is working towards systemic change in schools, community agencies, and local and national educational policy. 

Demographic Information. 

The neighborhoods served by Boston Connects are some of the poorest in the city, in terms of per capita income; 86% of the children in Boston Connects schools are living at or below the poverty level. These areas are also among the most culturally diverse in the city; 90% of the children served by Boston Connects are children of color. In all of the schools, there are approximately 40 languages spoken by the children and their families. English is not the first language of the majority of children in these schools. In addition, many families in these school communities are undocumented.
Goals of Boston Connects. 

Boston Connects’ commitment to providing comprehensive, coordinated student support is consistent with Shriver and Weissberg’s (2005) assertion that the goals of increasing students’ academic achievement and improving their mental and physical well-being are inextricably intertwined. Thus, the major goals of the Boston Connects program are (a) to significantly increase student academic achievement, (b) to reduce barriers to learning, (c) to expand academic and cultural enrichment opportunities, and (d) to enhance family outreach and involvement. One unique programmatic element of Boston Connects has been the implementation of an empirically validated prevention curriculum that educates students about their physical and emotional health while enhancing social skills. Additionally, the physical health component of this curriculum combats the alarming obesity crisis by teaching the importance of nutrition and physical education. By offering non-academic services and comprehensive health education program, Boston Connects aims to support the development of the proverbial whole child (e.g., physical, emotional, social, cognitive), ultimately leading to enhanced academic achievement and the closing of the achievement gap. 
The Practical Realities of Boston Connects

The infrastructure of Boston Connects is designed to bridge the various targets of the intervention from the level of the individual child and family to the level of policy that works for structural, community change. This infrastructure involves three major components. The Resource Advisory Council is a forum for the interface of representatives from all Boston Connects partners (i.e., community, schools, and university). This council provides oversight and leadership in the coordination and integration of student support services and school-community partnerships. The Community-Wide Student and Family Instructional Support Center systemically connects families, schools and community agencies across the neighborhood. Finally, at the level of the individual schools, Boston Connects employs one full-time, Masters-trained school counselor or school social worker. Known as school site coordinators, these staff members are the visible face of Boston Connects for the students and school communities. School site coordinators organize a programmatic approach to student support while building and maintaining partnerships with community agencies. In addition, Boston Connects employs full-time prevention coordinators who split their time between two Boston Connects schools. These coordinators deliver the prevention curriculum and promote a school climate that fosters physically and emotionally healthy living.

Boston Connects, as an organization with multiple levels of infrastructure and far-reaching goals, requires large amounts of funding and many skilled personnel to operate effectively. From its inception, Boston Connects has been a multi-million dollar operation, and it has continued to grow throughout the decade. Currently, Boston Connects requires approximately $800,000 of funding per year raised from corporations, foundations and government agencies. 
The University and Community Partners

The university structure that facilitated this large-scale intervention was the Center for Child, Family and Community Partnerships (CCFCP), which reports to the Academic Vice-President for research and is owned collectively by all five professional schools as well as the Graduate School of Arts & Sciences. Social justice is a critical aspect of Boston College’s mission, and the Center helps the university realize this mission by working with multiple disciplines to form innovative, mutual relationships with the community not only to serve its needs but also to work for social change that will diminish if not end those needs. 

An essential aspect of the Center’s strategy for engaging communities and universities in innovative partnerships is its research mission. The Center is one of several of Boston College’s University Research Institutes and Centers, founded on the principle that research is an essential aspect of forming meaningful relationships with communities and joining with them to work toward social justice. Empirical research is an essential component of social inquiry, which informs and shapes social action (Gergen, 1991). Knowledge gained through research leads to an increased capacity to understand, respect and partner with communities. Consequently, a symbiotic relationship develops between the research and the intervention; the intervention is enhanced by research and in turn the practice opens new doors for research to explore, new questions to be examined. Faculty and students working within the Center engage in collaborative research with the community that leads to new theoretical understandings and to best practices in real world settings.
Boston Connect: Working Toward a More Just Society
Boston Connects is Genuinely Collaborative

Collaboration between different partners (i.e., community, university, school) is a defining characteristic of Boston Connects and a critical aspect of its social justice mission. At each phase of the development and implementation of Boston Connects, collaboration has been an indispensable value for the partners as it has lead to two major outcomes: (a) a contextually-based and culturally-relevant intervention and (b) shared power and responsibility between all partners.

Throughout the entire, two-year planning process, Boston College researchers participated with community members such as teachers, principals, parents, community agency representatives and mental health clinicians as equal partners in designing the program. The engagement of researchers with community members in the planning stages not only resulted in an intervention that reflected the most current research, theory and practice in community interventions, but also assured that the intervention was tailored specifically for the unique culture, strengths and needs of the community. Through their participation in shaping the vision of Boston Connects, community members have become empowered to shape their community’s future. 

As this vision has been implemented and evaluated, university, school and community representatives have continued to work together, each bringing different strengths, expertise and experience to the effort. However, maintaining meaningful collaboration between Boston Connects partners has not been without challenges. Traditionally, in university-community partnerships, there has been a disconnect between (a) the university, steeped in the national conversation of best practice but detached from the day to day issues faced by schools, students and families, and (b) the school-community, mired in the real everyday social inequities of impoverished schools and neighborhoods. As a result of this discrepancy, many so-called university-community partnerships in the past had been asymmetrical or one-way, in that the university imbued its presupposed expertise onto the “needy” community. 

Boston Connects seeks to lessen the discrepancy between these perspectives by engaging in egalitarian collaboration, which leads to power being shared between university professionals and community members. The sharing of power is particularly evident in funding and management. The funding for Boston Connects (21st Century Learning Center Grant) is housed at the community agency, which is an unusual situation for universities highly dependent on grant funding. Secondly, in the management of the project, the university is only one-third of the partnership and therefore, does not hold veto power in the decision making process but sits in equal partnership with the school and community representatives. 

The egalitarian relationships between researchers and practitioners that result from genuine collaboration involve reciprocity between social inquiry and social action (Gergen, 1991). The intervention evolves precisely through a meaningful exchange defined by mutuality and reciprocal learning. On the one hand, this collaborative approach gave the school and community agency greater access to the national conversation regarding research and “best practices” (e.g., evidence-based standards for effective after-school programming). Community leaders therefore grew to appreciate the usefulness of research findings and wanted themselves to learn from identified elements of effective practice. 

These conversations offered the university, on the other hand, a different kind of research, one in which the knowledge base did not come solely from theory and empirical studies but from the voices of children, parents, and school and community professionals, voices that are often not heard in the academic “ivory tower.” The university representatives therefore came to see that the practitioners in the community had something to teach them. The community’s questions pushed the university researchers to develop innovative research methodologies that enabled the community to participate more actively in the design and execution of more relevant research. 

New ways of research and practice informing one another brought new benefits to both the community and the university. For example, on the university level, the research community of Boston College has now fully engaged Boston Public schools as a result of the growth and success of the work that led to Boston Connects. The Lynch School of Education is one of seven schools of education in the country to be awarded the Carnegie “Teachers for a New Era” Grant in recognition of the fact that faculty and students from all departments are working intensively in and with the schools that house Boston Connects.

Boston Connects seeks Structural Change
At the heart of social justice are the meaningful relationships (i.e., solidarity) that occurs between those in power with those that experience poverty or oppression.  However, social justice interventions do not end at building individual relationships. Though enhancing the life chances of individuals is essential, it is not sufficient. These interventions must necessarily seek more permanent change to the societal structures that perpetuate the cycle of poverty and oppression.  The very existence of childhood poverty and the overrepresentation of children of color in impoverished areas of this country is clearly a justice issue.  The achievement gap highlights the cyclical nature of the conditions of poverty – poor children are much more likely to be poor as adults due to lack of resources and environmental stressors that they experience throughout their life (Evans, 2004). 

Boston Connects is one strategy to address poverty at multiple levels. Firstly, Boston Connects provides an infrastructure that facilitates access for low-income children and families to much needed resources.  Secondly, the intervention moves the educational process at this cluster of schools to consider a wider range of contextual issues impacting the development and the educational process of each child. The program facilitates teachers, principals, and community practitioners to develop a more collaborative, inter-professional, and holistic approach to educating and serving children and families. 

Thirdly, moving these schools in a new direction naturally results in a conversations regarding funding allocation and educational policy at the district level and possibly at the state level.  For example, representatives of Boston Connects presented data from the project to state legislators to protect funding for school nurses when the state was cutting back on its budget for social services. 

Beyond working with the local power structures, the university partner in this intervention is well positioned to engage the national conversation regarding social and educational policy and practice.  The university is used to operating at the national level; that is where its expertise lies.  However, an innovative school-community-university intervention can impact the national conversation by raising awareness of current social problems and promoting socially just practices to address social injustices. 

The collaborative nature of the partnerships emphasizes that the voices of all parties including the individual child are heard, particularly at the university level.  The implication of these voices being integrated into the research and inquiry process is that they will then be amplified on a macro-level through the academic and policy conversations that arise out of the intervention. Contextually-meaningful findings, both quantitative and qualitative alike, are critical for the development of more just social and educational policies on the local, as well as, the national level. The findings of socially conscious interventions like Boston Connects are perceived as more valid and meaningful and therefore can be more convincing and powerful when challenging unjust policy and practices. 


Another component to reinforcing structural change is the sustainability of the intervention. If the program is not able to be sustained, then its potential for impacting structural change and for replicating this type of practice is seriously compromised.  Universities have a reputation for getting in and getting out; it is a repeated injustice on the part of universities to implement programs only to withdraw when a professor’s research interests moved them on to something else.  The educational reform literature is replete with examples of change efforts that have failed because the time commitment to implementing the changes was too short to develop the requisite structures and processes to accomplish and sustain the change. Furthermore, these types of projects are also very vulnerable fiscally, when grant funding runs out or when grants are time limited. 

Boston Connects has grown from a single school intervention in 1995 with the Gardner Extended Services School to the cluster-wide intervention that defines the project currently. It is clear that this intervention is not a single event. Far from a static, time-limited “project”, Boston Connects is an organic, transactional, ongoing process.  Effective give and take among partners requires trust and mutual-understanding that can only develop over many years of negotiating and navigating the intricacies of addressing such complex needs. These negotiated understandings involve an assimilation of each other’s beliefs and an accommodation to their needs.  The partners are therefore able to develop true reciprocity in that they learn to complement each other’s strengths and limitations so that together they can maximize the potential for achieving a “common good” for all parties involved. 

Long-term involvement is essential to accommodate the necessary structural changes at each institution: school, the cluster, the community agency, and university. Building credibility with students, families, teachers, administrators, college professors, the superintendent, the university president, and so forth takes persistence and time.  Boston Connects is moving into long-term status, having expanded to being cluster-wide. The intervention continues to deepen its effectiveness and to expand its array of capabilities as it learns from the knowledge and data that can only come from the collaborative experience.  In fact, other local universities are being moved into place to replicate a similar intervention in another cluster of Boston Public Schools.  

Attempting to make positive change at multiple levels simultaneously is enormously complex. The continued challenge of social justice work involves the delicate balance of bringing needed relief to the suffering of the individual while working to promote more just ways to address economic injustice at multiple levels of society (e.g., schools, communities, districts, states, etc.). Boston Connects describes one effort of engaging in this balancing act. Implementing such a wide scope of socially-relevant interventions requires courage to confront the gritty realities of oppression and social inequity, a vision of a more just society, an enduring hope for the possibility of change. 
Boston Connects as Measurably Effective
Researchers and practitioners who seek to address social injustice have a responsibility to implement effective interventions. As scientist-practitioners, we believe that interventions can be made effective if they are designed in response to an empirical assessment of the community’s strengths and needs. That is, the intervention must impact children and families in a positive and measurable manner. Additionally, the intervention should be continuously evaluated through empirically-valid research so as to assure that the intervention is continually informed by the evolving community as well as the national conversation regarding best practice and theory.

Researchers at Boston College are conducting a comprehensive evaluation of Boston Connects in an effort to identify the programs’ successes, the students’ successes and to help the partnership evolve. This evaluation was designed collaboratively with the community, and therefore examines the questions generated by community members as well as researchers. The data thus far show that the program is positively impacting academic achievement. Students receive services are making gains at the same rate and sometimes at a faster rate than students who are not in need of student support services. Without services, it can be reasonably assumed that students at-risk would continue to fall further behind.

Secondly, Boston Connects has reduced the numbers of students in Special Education. At one point in Boston, 24% of the student population was labeled Special Education, with significant overrepresentation of children of color. In Boston Connects schools, the number of children currently in Special Education is 14%. 
Boston Connects has also provided a wide array of prevention and early intervention programs for children who evidence some risk but are not appropriately classified as Special Education. In the past, children who presented learning challenges in the classroom had no other option available but Special Education. Boston Connects has helped children to work through some of their challenges and receive supports from adults and peers in the community, by dramatically increasing the number of students linked with a wide array of services. In just one academic year, from the Fall of 2003 to the Fall of 2004, the number of students receiving services increased by approximately 57%.
Many of these outcomes have been the result of a greatly enhanced students support team and process.  These teams meet on a weekly basis to assess and provide an intervention plan for students identified as at-risk. They also proactively review all children’s progress in order to flag and prevent the development of problems. When Boston Connects began, most of the schools had ineffective students support teams and process, including a few schools whose teams met twice a year at the whim of the principal.

Student Support Teams are increasing the access and types of services and supports available to students through developing formal and mutually beneficial partnerships with community agencies in a way that prevents risk and promotes resilience. By increasing and diversifying the types of student support referrals, the school site coordinators and Student Support Team has assured that students are receiving services that respond directly to the unique needs they are demonstrating.

Boston Connects has helped schools to becoming more connected to their neighborhoods through partnerships with community agencies, such as youth development organizations (e.g., YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs) as well as community mental health organizations. The number of school-community agency partnerships that exist in Boston Connects schools has doubled over the past five years. 

Boston Connects employs school counselors or school social workers, known as school-site coordinators, who focus on serving the needs of all students by accessing services through partnerships with local community agencies, leading the Student Support Process, and taking a programmatic approach to school counseling. In years previous, school counselors would have devoted most of their time to serving the needs of individual students, so this new school-wide, programmatic method represents a shift to a new approach to best practices in school counseling. Scholarly articles have been written to outline this new approach, which has been informed by the literature of the field and the guidelines of the American School Counseling Association (ASCA; 2003). Thus, Boston Connects is playing a role in the expansion and reconsideration of the role of the school counseling. 

Finally, the newly implemented health education program has shown some significant outcomes. Students were assessed on health knowledge, attitudes and behaviors both before and after the curriculum implementation. Post-curriculum assessment revealed that students nutritional knowledge increased significantly, as did students’ motivation to maintain good health. In terms of health behavior, students also reported spending less time watching television or playing video games, and reported more frequent exercise. 

Conclusion

By describing the community-based research and practice supported by a school-community-university partnership, we hope that we have demonstrated that social justice perspectives in higher education can embrace not only undergraduate service-learning, but also the research mission of the faculty and graduate students of the university. Social justice, when understood from this perspective means not only enhancing the life chances of individuals in our society, but also confronting and changing structures that oppress our fellow citizens. Finally, since structural change is an integral aspect of the Boston Connects’ efforts to work towards a more just society, we further believe that interventions leading to more just social structures will typically be grounded in collaboration among partners, demonstrated to be effective and sustained over long periods of time. 
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