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Introduction

 The Tacoma Whole Child Initiative (TWCI) is a decade-long blueprint for sustainable, citywide change. To be successful, 
citywide sustainable change must embrace a common vision, common language and common experiences to bridge the contrasting 
structures, environments and scopes of work. Using data, shared goals and aligned supports ensures that every youth is safe, 
supported, engaged, healthy and challenged. 
 Social and emotional learning (SEL) is foundational to comprehensive and sustainable change. The lives of youth are trans-
formed when they move through and live in safe, equitable, welcoming and effective school, home and community environments. The 
lives of educators, caregivers and families are transformed when they work and live in these environments. Stated differently, SEL 
competencies include: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision making (See: 
www.casel.org/). SEL is the youth version of emotional intelligence in adults. Indeed, SEL is the foundation of sustainable comprehen-
sive culture transformation. To examine the impact of TWCI on youth resilience, we explored four questions: 1) How has the social 
and emotional health of Tacoma youth improved; 2) How much has school attendance improved; 3) How have student, parent and 
staff perceptions of school climate improved; and 4) How have teacher beliefs about youth behavior changed since the start of TWCI? 
We begin with a look at Tacoma Public Schools student population demographics followed by an overview of the history and promise 
of TWCI and a deeper description of the model. 

Population

 Tacoma Public Schools serves approximately 30,000 students. Table 1 presents the demographic information of Tacoma 
Public Schools as of May 2015. Specifically, male students accounted for 51% (n=14,919) and female students represent 49% 
(n=14,335). The ethnic characteristics break down as follows: White (12,287, 42%), African American (5,558, 19%), Hispanic (5,266, 
18%), Pacific Islander (878, 3%), Asian (2,925, 10%), and multiracial accounted for about 6%. Approximately 64% (n=18,723) of the 
population received free and reduced-price meals, and 14% of the students were eligible for special education.
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The Tacoma Whole Child Initiative (TWCI) Model

 In the first year we designed and built accountability 
systems that continue to evolve today. Additionally and just as 
critical we designed the TWCI model at the district level. At the 
school level, we began to build leadership capacity, measured 
readiness, gathered baseline assessments and selected the 
first cohort of schools to start the process based on their 
measured readiness. The focus was on principals as leaders 
of change. Successful development of cross-discipline, 
building-level teams to address implementation, fidelity and 
problem solving was also a focus. In the second year the first 
cohort of schools (13 schools total, including 11 elementary 
schools, one middle school and one high school) developed 
Tier 1 (or universal) supports including clear, consistent and 
positive behavioral expectations. Strategies to reinforce 
positive behavior, a rewards system to acknowledge students 
meeting behavioral expectations and a system for collecting 
behavioral data to drive decision making was also developed. 
Moreover, building leadership teams led the effort in their 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) to increase 
classroom engagement and climate using Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS), SEL, restorative practices 
and high-yield engagement strategies. Thus, in the first two 
years there was an established clear alignment of systems, 
data and practices among district, building and grade-level or 
content area PLC leadership teams.
 The goal by the end of the fourth year was for the two 
remaining cohorts of schools to have Tier I whole child 
supports (i.e., PBIS, SEL, equity pedagogy, engagement 
strategies, trauma-sensitive practices) in place. Concurrent 
with this work we were designing and implementing the 
necessary Tier II and III social and emotional supports, the 
behavioral and academic screening tools and multi-tiered 
academic supports. All of the work is grounded in each 
school’s data and continuous improvement principles geared 
to whole-system change and long-term sustainability of that 
change. 

Results

 To examine the impact of TWCI on youth resilience, 
we explored four questions: 1) How has the social and 
emotional health of Tacoma youth improved; 2) How much has 
school attendance improved; 3) How have student, parent and 
staff perceptions of school climate improved; and 4) How have 
teacher beliefs about youth behavior changed since the start 
of TWCI? 

How has the social and emotional health of Tacoma youth 
improved?

            Students’ social emotional outcomes continued to 
improve in the past year. We measured social and emotional 
health using two validated tools: 1) Student Risk Screening 
Scale (SRSS; Drummond, 1994) and 2) Student Internalizing 
Behavior Screener (SIBS; Cook et al., 2011). The overall 
percentage of students with healthy social emotional wellbeing 
increased 16% from 57% in spring 2015 to 73% in fall 2017. 

How much has school attendance improved?

 The unexcused absence and tardy rate has improved 
substantially since implementation of TWCI. For example, the 
number of students without chronic absences (defined by 15.5 
or more) improved 10% from 86% in the 2014-2015 school 
year to 96% in the 2015-2016 school year (see infographics 
below).  The overall percentage of students without chronic 
tardies increased by 5.4%, from 88.1% during 2014-2015 to 
93.5% in 2015-2016.

How have student, parent and staff perceptions of school 
climate improved?

 We wanted to know whether TWCI improved students’, 
parents’ and teachers’ perceptions about school climate and 
parent-school partnerships (see Table 2). Positive climates set 
the stage for building relationships and resilience. Overall, 
significant changes from the perspectives of students, parents 
and teachers were found across features of a healthy school 
climate (i.e., diversity, effective communication and engage-
ment). As indicated in Table 2, youth voiced that significant 
improvements have been made to all areas of school 
climate—Diversity (up by 6% from prior to TWCI), Effective 
Communication (up by 7%) and Engagement (up by 8%). 
Parents also perceived significant improvements on all areas 
of school climate—Diversity (up by 6% from prior to TWCI), 
Effective Communication (up by 5%) and Engagement (up by 
5%). Staff also perceived significant improvements in all areas 
of school climate—Diversity (up by 13% prior to TWCI) and 
Engagement (up by 14%). Thus, school climate has signifi-
cantly improved from the perspectives of youth, parents, and 
staff since TWCI.

How has school safety improved?

 Table 2 illustrates how the perceptions about school 
safety have been consistently improved across students, 
parents and educators after TWCI was introduced. Specifical-
ly, 66.6% of students agreed or strongly agreed that the school 
environment was safe, which increased by about 8% 
compared to 2013 (58.9%). 
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 Meanwhile, parents also experienced a positive change as 
over 85% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed with the 
school safety statement, which increased by almost 10% compared 
to 2013 (76.4%). For educators, the percentage climbed from 
69.3% to 78.6%. Thus, school safety has significantly improved 
from the perspectives of youth, parents, and staff since TWCI.

How have teacher beliefs about youth behavior changed since 
the start of TWCI?

 Educator (teachers, staff and school clinicians) beliefs about 
behavior significantly changed in a positive way through TWCI 
professional learning supports. Educators perceived their working 
relationships with students in increasingly positive ways. They also 
improved their knowledge about school-wide tiered support 
systems. More importantly, educators took ownership of the 
instructional approach to behavior and perceived teaching positive 
learning behavior as part of their responsibility. The infographics 
below highlight some statements that reflected these changes in 
educators’ beliefs.

93% of the participants agree or strongly agree that “all students are 
entitled to positive interaction with me”, compared to only 4% before 
TWCI implementation. 

91% of the participants agree or strongly agree that “I can prevent 
most behavioral problems through proactive practices”, compared 
to only 3.9% in pretest. 

9% of the participants agree or strongly agree that “teaching 
students how to behave appropriately at school is the parents' or 
students' responsibility, not mine”, whereas prior to TWCI it was 
79%.
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Discussion

 Our data indicate that the social and emotional health 
of students has improved overall. Student, parent and staff 
perceptions of school climate and safety continue to signifi-
cantly rise each year. Resilience is built in safe and supportive 
learning environments. Attendance has significantly improved 
and the percentage of students with chronic absences and 
chronic tardiness continues to decline as well. Students want 
to come to healthy, safe, supportive, engaging and challenging 
school environments. Moreover, the hearts of educators 
continue to change as evidenced by dramatic changes in 
educator beliefs about student behavior, trauma and social 
emotional wellbeing. Educators will not change their practices 
to support the whole child unless their hearts are changed 
first. Tacoma educators understand the “why” for sustained 
implementation of whole child practices and push to continual-
ly improve.

 In this context, TWCI equips educators with knowledge 
and skills to deliver high-quality instruction and maintain an 
engaging, safe, healthy and challenging learning environment 
(Benner, Nelson, Ralston, & Mooney, 2010; Carey, 2004; 
Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development, NIH, DHHS, 2001; National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, 2000). The TPS-UWT 
partnership is backed by actionable implementation science 
findings and strategies, change management strategies and 
concrete tools to support effective implementation (Blase, 
Kiser, & Van Dyke, 2013; Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & 
Wallace, 2005; Odom, 2009; Penuel, Fishman, Cheng, & 
Sabelli, 2011; Wandersman, Chien, & Katz, 2012). Together 
with the schools and the Tacoma community, TWCI creates 
unprecedented support for the whole child by addressing, 
connecting and harmonizing academic, social and emotional 
stability. Long after the 10-year plan has concluded, schools 
will be able to maintain focus on building resilience and 
developing the whole child.  
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