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Place-based approaches to support children and 
young people  

Key points: 

 Despite the growth in place-based approaches across the UK, the 

evidence remains limited as to their effectiveness in improving 

outcomes for children and young people. 

 This evidence does, however, support a role for place-based 

approaches in helping to mitigate the effects of structural inequalities 

and improve outcomes for the individuals and families living in 

disadvantaged areas. 

 Poverty and inequality have a particularly profound impact on 

children’s lives, so place-based initiatives specifically for disadvantaged 

children have been developed in the US, Australia, and the UK.  

 We can learn from promising practice but need to develop a localised, 

customised approach that pays attention to geographical diversity and 

different socioeconomic, political, and funding contexts. Local action 

should be connected with national and regional policy. 

 Children’s zones, communities or neighbourhoods share some key 

characteristics: they take a holistic approach, ensure that services are 

integrated, and that the initiative is locally led. 

 For children’s zones/communities to be effective, key services and 

organisations have to approach partnership working in a different way. 

This includes having a clear set of agreed goals and a shared sense of 

how these will be achieved, using a theory of change.  

 Schools may play a central role in place-based approaches, in many 

cases reconceptualising the school’s role as more community focused, 

offering additional supports to families and the wider community. 

 It is equally vital to consider how communities can be empowered to 

shape the development of place-based initiatives to support 

disadvantaged children and young people. Inclusion of children and 

young people themselves in decision-making is also key. 
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Introduction 

This paper examines the key literature on place-based approaches to support and improve 

outcomes for children and young people. It focuses primarily on evaluations and reviews of 

initiatives such as Children’s Communities and Children’s Zones, which have been 

established in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia in recent years. These 

types of initiatives look beyond educational attainment towards addressing the broader 

needs of families living in disadvantaged areas, through customised, localised responses. As 

the Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland (CNS) model draws on these existing initiatives, 

capturing evidence of ‘promising practice’ from them is the key objective of this literature 

review. The paper will also draw on some additional literature on other types of place-based 

approaches, such as community schools and ‘extended services’ schools, which have a 

longer tradition but offer less of a ‘holistic’ approach. Much of the existing literature focuses 

on the role of schools, however where possible the community-based features of place-

based approaches are discussed, as while the CNS model envisages a key role for the 

schools in the area, much of the work to support children and young people will be focused 

within communities more broadly. The paper begins with a summary of place-based 

approaches to tackling disadvantage before moving on to describe the types of children-

focused approaches that have been established to date. It will then outline some of the key 

lessons from the literature, and finally suggest some implications for Children’s 

Neighbourhoods Scotland based on the learning from this evidence. 

 

Place-based approaches 

There is no single, agreed definition of what place-based working actually means in theory 

or in practice (Bynner, 2016). One review states that there are examples of place-based 

approaches which are ‘arguably better described as a single service delivered in a particular 

place (e.g. a local childcare programme) alongside more complex collaborative endeavours 

to transform places across multiple fronts’ (report for the Scottish Government and Corra 

Foundation undertaken by EKOS consulting) 2018, p.1). The Scottish Government Working 

Group on Place-based Approaches offers the following operational definition: 
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A community of people bound together because of where they live, work or spend a 

considerable proportion of their time, come together to make changes to that place 

which they believe will improve the physical, social or economic environment and in 

doing so tackle issues of inequality (cited in Bynner 2016, p.6). 

Placed-based approaches to tackling poverty and disadvantage have developed because the 

evidence clearly demonstrates that the effects of poverty are geographically concentrated: 

some areas experience higher levels of socioeconomic deprivation than others, and people’s 

life chances are shaped by where they live and grow up. It is crucial to be aware of the 

structural causes of poverty. Disadvantage experienced at a local level is shaped by regional, 

national and global structures and decisions which are taken outside of the neighbourhood 

(Dyson and Kerr, 2014), such as the effects of austerity and related welfare and public sector 

cuts. As such, it important to avoid representing particular areas or neighbourhoods as 

‘problem places’ (Johnstone and Mooney, 2007). Dyson and Kerr state that there is a 

“fundamental question of whether disadvantage can be tackled at all without a serious 

interrogation of the features of schools and society that produce it in the first place” (2014, 

p. 90). Moreover, the reality is that there will be disadvantaged individuals and families 

living in better off areas where interventions are less likely to be in place to support them, 

and people living in disadvantaged areas who will ‘do well’ without the need for 

intervention.  

Place-based approaches to tackling poverty are, at a theoretical and practical level, not 

without limitations, and Lankelly Chase (2017, p. 23) argues that historically these “have 

failed to address the structural causes of poverty”. Targeted place-based interventions have 

to look beyond ‘mitigating’ the localised impact of poverty to be truly effective. While 

mitigating the effects of structural inequalities and improving outcomes for individuals and 

families living in particular areas is important, such an approach could be termed ‘reactive’. 

As well as responding to conditions which affect the life chances of individuals and families 

in a local area, it is important to think about how place-based initiatives can influence 

upwards and outwards. In this respect, it may be useful to draw on the health inequalities 

action framework (NHS Health Scotland, 2013) which details three levels of interventions: 

mitigating the impact of inequality on health; preventing inequality; and undoing inequality 

(2013, p. 1). Preventing and undoing inequalities more broadly requires structural change, 
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so place-based initiatives should ensure this is built into their approach. Lankelly Chase 

(2017) emphasises the importance of connecting action at a local level with regional and 

national policy. They note that in the USA, initiatives have shifted away from viewing 

communities as ‘target populations’ towards “the idea that a place-based initiative can 

actually provide a platform for collaborative learning, improving alignment and introducing 

changes in larger-scale systems” (ibid, p. 23).  

The rationale behind newer place-based approaches, therefore, is that it is more conducive 

to focus on a community or ‘system’ as a whole – its material, physical assets, the social 

environment, and ensuring integrated services – as opposed to focusing on disadvantage at 

the level of the individual or the family (Moore and Fry, 2011). Dyson et al., (2012) explain 

that in the most disadvantaged areas “customised approaches may be necessary to tackle a 

complex web of issues – and draw on a network of resources – that are not configured in 

quite the same way anywhere else”. Principles of collective impact underpin these initiatives: 

collective impact representing a structured approach to collaboration, the key elements of 

which are: 

 a common agenda 

 strategic learning and measurement 

 focus on high leverage strategies 

 community engagement and communication 

 backbone support (The Children and Youth Area Partnerships, Victoria). 

Although there are challenges in measuring the effectiveness of place-based approaches, 

and we require a stronger evidence base, evidence suggests that a more holistic approach 

to tackling disadvantage that combines neighbourhood regeneration, support services that 

are better integrated, and community development that engages and empowers local 

people can effectively respond to the effects of inequality. 

As a result of the evidence discussed in this section, the Scottish Government has chosen 

‘place’ as a “guiding principle for public service reform” (Bynner 2016, p.2). For further 

detail on place-based approaches, see Bynner (2016), Lankelly Chase (2017), IRISS (2015), 

and Moore and Fry (2011), and for collective impact see Kania and Kramer (2011), Cabaj and 

Weaver (2016). 
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What are Children’s neighbourhoods, communities or zones, and why do we 

need them? 

Poverty and inequality has a particularly profound impact on children’s life chances, which 

are shaped significantly by the areas in which they grow up. Rising child poverty rates – 

approximately one in four children in Scotland are now living in relative poverty1 (The 

Scotsman, 26 March 2018) – and the uneven geographical concentration of poverty 

discussed in the previous section emphasises the necessity of developing effective place-

based responses. In 2017, the Independent Advisor on Poverty and Inequality noted that 

many children and young people face significant barriers on the ‘road to adulthood’ in early 

years provision, primary and secondary schooling, and post-school education and 

employment opportunities. Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland aims to respond to these 

issues and improve outcomes for children and young people. In doing so, the CNS model 

draws on similar place-based initiatives for children that have been established in the 

United States, Australia and in England.  

The most well-known place-based initiative to improve outcomes for disadvantaged 

children is the Harlem’s Children’s Zone (HCZ) in New York, established to create a 

“continuous pipeline of support” from early years to early adulthood and “break the cycle of 

intergenerational poverty”. Following a pilot project in the 1990s, HCZ expanded via a ten-

year strategic plan in 2000 and now serves over 10,000 young people and 10,000 adults 

(HCZ website). HCZ provides support and interventions at the different stages children and 

young people most require it when growing up. The “doubly holistic” approach is summed 

up as follows: 

“HCZ’s vision is to ‘create a tipping point’ in the neighbourhood so that children are 

surrounded by an enriching environment of college-orientated peers and supportive 

adults” (Dobbie and Fryer 2009, p.5).  

As well as education, the “pipeline of support” also involves intervention in areas such as 

health and welfare services for children and young people, and their families: 

“With this vision in mind, Harlem Children’s Zone services are structured to fit into a 

‘pipeline’ that provides continuous support and reinforcement from a child’s birth 

                                                           
1
 1 Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland: 2015/16, Scottish Government, March 2017 
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until graduation from college, with an underlying system of community services 

supporting the educational pipeline” (Hanson, 2013). 

HCZ developed its approach over a 20-year period, and being a charitable organisation, it is 

able to draw on high levels of private donations as well as being subsidised by Wall Street 

(Dyson et al., 2012). This highlights the importance of context when learning from other 

countries’ experiences: the United States has a stronger philanthropic tradition than exists 

in the United Kingdom (Lankelly Chase, 2017), and less of a tradition of strong state 

intervention and leadership in social issues. The political context surrounding initiatives will 

always be crucial. Having ‘buy-in’ from local and national governments will positively shape 

the potential for children’s zones, communities or neighbourhoods to be most effective.  

In 2014, eight Children and Youth Area Partnerships were established across Victoria, 

Australia, involving collaboration between state and local governments, community service 

organisations, health, education and justice sectors and the broader community (Children 

and Youth Area Partnerships website). The principles of collective impact drive this 

collaborative approach, which is still in its relatively early stages so it is difficult to assess its 

impact. Similar to the HCZ scheme, however, a ‘cradle to career’ approach underpins work 

to support children and young people living in disadvantaged areas. Targeted initiatives 

include improving outcomes for children leaving care, and Early Start Kindergartens for 

vulnerable children and families, including Aboriginal children who consistently experience 

higher levels of poverty and lower attainment.  

English Children’s zones or communities have been more recently established in different 

parts of the country through partnership between Save the Children, academic partners, 

and key local agencies such as schools and housing associations. These initiatives are 

developing in a very different context from HCZ, not least that there is far less dedicated 

funding in comparison, but also because ‘communities’ are being set up within existing 

networks of provision, as opposed to a standalone provider of support services (Dyson et al. 

2012, p.24). These existing networks can draw on existing services and previous initiatives 

such as Sure Start, which have helped to lay the foundations for a more joined-up, holistic 

approach. So although UK initiatives can and do draw on some of the key principles 

underpinning HCZ, such differences require a customised, localised approach. A Save the 
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Children policy brief in 2012 summed up the differences between the US and UK contexts, 

stating that English Children’s Zones must: 

• be about contributing something extra to existing service provision 

• have a connective role – they cannot control partners but will need to find ways to 

secure their commitment to zone strategy 

• be able to bend existing resources to support their area focus, as well as attract 

funds  

• have multi-layered accountability – within the zone and beyond. 

Children’s Communities was first launched in 2016 in Wallsend in North Tyneside and 

Pembury in Hackney, London, and in 2017 Smallhow-Hurst in Tameside became the third 

Children’s Community. Lankelly Chase states that Children’s Community shares the 

following features (Lankelly Chase website): 

 A neighbourhood: Children’s Communities are located in disadvantaged places with 

a history of partnership working for children and a collective commitment to take 

this to the next level. 

 A shared vision: Local services develop and implement a co-ordinated plan for 

helping children thrive, based on a shared vision for children and a shared analysis of 

children’s needs. 

 Integrated and holistic: Children’s Communities support children in the round and 

across the different stages of childhood, helping them to transition between family, 

school and community. 

 Generational: Children’s Communities work over the long term. They tackle 

presenting symptoms and underlying causes simultaneously. 

 Powered by local voices: Children’s Communities are locally led. They identify their 

strengths, harness the power of local networks and relationships, and support 

people to find their own solutions. 
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Key lessons 

The previous section briefly described the types of existing children-focused approaches to 

tackling poverty and disadvantage in different international contexts. This section outlines 

some of the key lessons from the literature, which will help to inform to the CNS model as it 

develops.  

 

Reconceptualising the role of schools  

The literature on existing area- or place-based efforts to improving outcomes for children 

and young people suggests that schools are very much at the heart of these interventions. 

This is largely because schools are “where children and their families are most likely to be 

known and in disadvantaged areas especially, are where children and their families will 

often seek help” (Dyson et al., 2012, p. 26). In some cases, schools now operate as 

community ‘hubs’ or ‘social enterprises’ (Kerr and Dyson, 2016). This represents a shift from 

traditional understandings and expectations of schools as institutions which provide formal 

education to children and young people of school age, to expectations that schools will offer 

additional extra-curricular activities for children and young people, their families, and often 

the wider communities. Some examples are outlined in the next section, however the 

underpinning rationale is that focusing support on attainment is insufficient. Muijs (2010) 

explains that even very well-performing schools are limited in their ability to shape 

educational outcomes for children and young people who are disadvantaged by their socio-

economic positions. However, it is more complex than simply ‘adding’ services or activities 

onto the traditional school day (see Cummings et al., 2011). A crucial aspect of ‘community 

schools’ (Kerr and Dyson, 2016) is that they are a “learning resource for the whole 

community”, with provision for adult learning and community activities.  

For example, HCZ established ‘Promise Academy’ Charter Schools, which in addition to 

support for educational attainment, offer access to other support services such as welfare 

and counselling, for children and their families. In the UK, Dyson and Kerr’s (2014) review of 

‘extended services’ in the English school system points out the longstanding tradition of 

schools offering extracurricular activities such as sports, arts, or homework clubs, and in 

some cases adult learning or leisure for local people. However, the authors note that 
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traditionally, approaches were very ad hoc. Participation and staffing was on a voluntary 

and uneven basis, and there was little or no attempt to evaluate how effective these 

schemes were in improving outcomes for children and young people. Now, however, such 

schemes are no longer at the discretion of individual schools: as a result of New Labour’s 

endeavour to develop a more coherent ‘community school’ ethos, all state-funded schools 

are now “required to provide access to a substantial level of additional provision” (p. 78).   

In some respects, these reforms were broadly in line with the increasing neoliberalisation of 

UK education (and the neoliberalisation of the state more generally), given the focus on 

measuring school and individual pupil performances in the context of shrinking resources. 

However, there is also a genuine desire to tackle social exclusion through a holistic approach, 

“reconceptualising the role of schools” including as a hub/platform for getting services 

which support families and communities to work together better (Dyson and Kerr 2014, p. 

80)  

The rationale is that schools must go beyond educational attainment to ensure that 

“students have access to similar opportunities to those available to their more advantaged 

peers elsewhere” (Kerr and Dyson 2016, p.4). This may involve the employment or 

redeployment of non-school staff such as welfare support workers, social work, or 

psychologists to be based on school premises to provide support to families. It is worth 

noting that aside from the financial implications on schools employing or providing 

additional staff for these purposes, viewing schools as the appropriate forum for such 

interventions is not universally supported. Milbourne et al. (2003) note that “Schools, 

parents and children, as well as agencies may hold differing views of the roles that project 

workers entering schools should undertake”. As such, the shifting role of the school should 

be handled sensitively, with children, parents and the wider community shaping the process.  

 

Practical activities and supports  

Some of the practical activities that have been put in place in Children’s Zones and 

Communities are explicitly aimed at improving educational attainment outcomes for 

children and young people, building on a (more) longstanding tradition of targeted support 

for pupils in disadvantaged areas to try to narrow the ‘attainment gap’. Interventions and 
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activities may include homework clubs, study support programmes, or intensified teaching 

of core subjects, and in many cases take place within schools. MacBeath et al. (2001) 

evaluated the impact of study support programmes, and found evidence of increased 

educational attainment for participating students, as well as better attitudes to attendance 

at school. Dobbie and Fryer (2009), in their review of the effectiveness of the Harlem’s 

Children’s Zone to close the racial achievement gap, noted significant success in “boosting 

achievement in math and ELA [English Language Arts] in elementary school and math in 

middle school” (p. 28). They also noted a positive impact on school attendance. The case 

study school in Northern England that is subject to evaluation by Kerr and Dyson (2016) 

identified a distinctive approach to teaching that moves beyond narrow focus on 

examinations – “developing skills that will be of lifelong use”. 

As previously noted, however, the development of more ‘holistic’ approaches involved 

addressing the various other forms of disadvantage that many children and young people 

face in addition to educational barriers. The types of initiatives and activities in place in 

different schools were broad in focus, and included: 

 Extracurricular and out-of-hours activities such as arts, sport and leisure sessions. 

 Breakfast clubs. 

 Providing uniforms and sports kits for pupils. 

 Family support sessions. 

 Non-teacher specialist staff on site such as counsellors, family support workers, 

educational psychologists, and welfare and safeguarding workers. 

 Childcare provision.  

 Classes for children and young people’s parents – for example English for Speakers of 

Other Languages or further learning. 

HCZ’s Promise Academy schools have a longer school day and school year, and are 

committed to ensuring that pupils experience activities such as field trips to museums, 

exposure to the arts, and sporting events (HCZ website). Moreover, across the UK recent 

initiatives have developed to tackle ‘holiday hunger’ (Stewart et al., 2018), the recognition 

that school holidays pose additional challenges for low-income families and that this 

impacts on children’s wellbeing. Many charities and community groups now offer free 
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lunches during holidays for children and families – sometimes in conjunction with fun 

activities such as sport. 

Importantly, in many cases the activities outlined above are not simply targeted at 

‘disadvantaged’ young people or families experiencing problems, but ‘open to all’. Some 

services, however when appropriate, provide intensive, targeted support. For example, 

‘Baby College’ was established in the Harlem’s Children’s Zone to support parents and 

expectant parents to learn about child development while also promoting a sense of 

community among new parents, aiming to tackle isolation and strengthen relationships 

(HCZ website).  

As will be explored later in the paper, in the section on evaluating interventions, measuring 

the impact of specific activities is extremely difficult. However, the literature points to 

“promising practice” when these activities take place in schools, evident for example in a 

change in school ethos, perhaps by giving students a role in decision-making (Dyson and 

Kerr 2014, p.86), or improving relationships between students and teachers. 

 

Community empowerment and partnership working  

This section outlines some of the evidence on the importance of partnership working to 

improve outcomes for children and young people. As previously noted, schools alone cannot 

overcome the impact of disadvantage, hence the drive for ‘children’s zones’ (Dyson et al., 

2012) and the inclusion of the role of the community more broadly. A multi-strand approach 

is needed because addressing disadvantage in one area of a child’s life, such as education, 

can be easily undermined by neglecting another (such as poverty, health, or the family). 

There is existing literature on community development that emphasises the need to 

empower communities to tackle social inequalities (see Henderson et al., 2018). This is also 

vital for children’s zones, communities or neighbourhoods: not replacing the role of the 

school, but considering how the wider community can work in collaboration with schools to 

improve outcomes for children and young people.  

Children’s communities or zones often involve opening up schools to the wider community, 

including allowing access to catering and sports facilities for local people, or adult learning 

classes that anyone can access. Dyson and Kerr (2014) found this had the effect of positively 
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impacting how people in the community saw the school. ‘City Academy’, the case study 

school in Kerr and Dyson’s (2016) review, “facilitates many projects which promote a 

positive view of the local area and empower its residents by supporting them to access new 

experiences and develop the capacity to take their own actions” (p. 5). In their study of 

community partnerships in Australia, Moore et al. (2014) highlighted the relationship 

between improving outcomes for children and young people and community development 

more broadly. They state that: 

“building more supportive communities is one of the major ways of improving the 

conditions under which families are raising young children. This includes ensuring 

that all families have positive personal support networks, regular opportunities to 

interact with other parents and young children, easy access to family-friendly 

settings and services, and urban environments that are easy to navigate and that 

provide lots of opportunities for encounters between people in the community” (p. 

27). 

This is best achieved through community development, which aims to empower and build 

the capacity of local communities. Batty et al. (2018) note that one of the core principles of 

the Children’s Community programme is identifying local assets and developing these. This 

is an important lesson, because top-down approaches often drive initiatives where 

‘professional’ expertise is what is valued and acted upon. “There is relatively little evidence 

of community representation in their decision-making, and there is, consequently, a danger 

that they will only have a partial understanding of the needs, wishes and potentials of the 

populations they aim to serve” (Dyson et al. 2012, p.25). 

The review by Children’s Community Network in England (Batty, 2018) emphasised the 

importance of partnership working in addressing multiple forms of disadvantage. 

Partnership working can be effective through bringing and sharing expertise; improving 

practice; developing new ways of working; and progressing shared visions and objectives. 

Such measures were considered to be effective across the literature in other international 

contexts. A study by the Centre for Community Child Health in Australia (Moore et al., 2014) 

found that place-based community partnerships have a positive impact on the community, 

for example with service users having quicker, improved access to services.  
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However, as Moore et al. (2014) note, this is “not always straightforward”, because 

“creating a common agenda and shared measurement system represent a ‘sharp deviation’ 

from how most organisations and their funders operate” (p.6). Moreover, effective 

‘interagency’ working can actually increase the workload of support staff due to increased 

demand for services, in the initial stages of partnership work. As such, effective partnership 

working to improve outcomes for children and young people is reliant on there being a 

“clear governance structure and division of responsibilities” (p. 24). Initiatives to support 

children and young people in a holistic sense involves organisations approaching partnership 

in a different way to traditional working practices. It is crucial for organisations to have a 

shared set of goals and a shared understanding of how these can be achieved. A Theory of 

Change (Connell and Kubisch, 1998) can encourage partners to identify and agree upon a 

shared set of long-, mid- and short-term outcomes or objectives, and agree on the resources 

required to achieve these.  

Some studies of place-based approaches (mainly in the United States) suggest that having a 

separate ‘backbone’ organisation to help co-ordinate different agencies in a local area is 

effective (Statham 2011). Much of the literature also stressed the crucial role of frontline 

professionals, such as head teachers, or local authority leaders, in driving initiatives (Dyson 

et al., 2012). The link between schools and other services was frequently emphasised. Dyson 

and Kerr (2014) state: 

“By providing targeted children and families with personal support, practical advice, 

and new opportunities, schools were able to help them overcome immediate crises 

in their lives, and place them on different trajectories” p. 86). 

However, it was also stressed that this entails a different way of working for schools: to be 

operating for the benefit of the wider community, they can “can no longer work on a 

competitive and individual basis” (Dyson et al. 2012, p. 27). The recommendation is that 

schools become involved in such initiatives as groups, as opposed to on an individual basis: 

“This will be essential if the initiative is to reach all children in a given area, rather than 

simply the students in an individual school” (ibid, p.24). This lesson is also applicable to 

other organisations in the private, public and third sectors, as previously noted. A different, 

more collaborative way of working towards a shared vision is required. 
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Uneven impact?  

The literature reviewed suggests that caution should be taken when establishing children’s 

zones or communities, and it is important to recognise some of the limitations of current 

models. In the Australian context, for example, Smyth and McInerney (2014, p.292) note 

that despite redefining the school to include some of the extracurricular and support 

activities and services detailed in the previous sections, the focus remained on educational 

achievement. They stated that: “a major drive (some would say obsession) to transform the 

culture of the school with a big emphasis on improvement targets”. Consequently, it was 

felt by some that “policies have led to a better learning environment for the academically 

engaged kids because the so-called ‘trouble makers’ have left or been excluded. It is 

important to question whether it is possible, in a culture of measurements and targets, to 

truly shift away from focusing on qualifications”.  

Zelon (2010, p.15), critiquing aspects of the Harlem Children’s Zone, argued that this 

intervention did not equally benefit all children in the area: 

“The HCZ schools serve significantly fewer high-need learners, like special education 

students or kids who are learning English. For instance, only 6% of the third graders 

who took the 2007-08 English test at the Promise Academy had disabilities, while 

disabled kids made up 30, 40, even 60% of the test-taking pool in open-enrolment 

schools in the district. Only a handful of students at the Promise Academies are 

English-language learners, compared with 14% in schools citywide”. 

It is, therefore, important to examine the evidence of place-based approaches in depth to 

ascertain whether these are working to benefit all children and young people in education, 

as well as having a wider community impact.  

Another potentially problematic aspect of many place-based approaches is what Batty et al. 

(2018) term the deficit-based, paternalistic approaches which rely heavily on the viewpoints 

of schools and services, as opposed to families and the wider community. Dyson and Kerr 

(2014) similarly state that “disadvantage-focused rationale for extended services is hugely 

problematic”: focus on the local or individual level means that the importance of structural 

disadvantage can be underplayed. There is also a risk of constructing those children and 

families who would most benefit from the support that extended services can bring as 
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‘deficient’, and responsible for the situations that they are in, and relatedly, imposing a top-

down solution, based on professionals’ perspectives as opposed to building capacity of local 

people themselves (p.90). 

Finally, it is important to re-emphasise that political context is always crucial in the 

establishment of and potential success of place-based initiatives to tackling poverty and 

improve outcomes for children and young people. If political support at a national level is 

not present, locally-based initiatives can be compromised. The political will of New Labour 

in England, for example, was not matched by successive Tory / Tory-Lib Dem Governments. 

The impact of austerity, including cuts to the public sector and the third sector, will also 

continue to pose significant challenges. This is particularly pertinent where funding is 

required, as funding regimes shift alongside changing local and national priorities (Dyson et 

al., 2012). However, this emphasises the importance of initiatives ‘influencing up’: 

connecting action at a local level to regional and national policies.  

 

How do we know what is effective? Lessons for CNS practice and evaluation 

Overall, there is limited evidence on the impact of place-based approaches on children’s and 

families’ ‘outcomes’. The literature suggests that in many cases it is too early to tell, as 

meaningful change can take a long time. Moreover, as is the case with evaluation in general, 

it is often not built in from the beginning of an initiative, perhaps because of cost. 

Measuring the effectiveness of place-based approaches is challenging. In their review of 

place-based working in Scotland for the Scottish Government, EKOS (2018) argued that 

measurement is “generally limited and lack in a consistent method, or indeed a consistent 

set of principles” (p. 10).  

Dyson and Kerr (2014) concede that there are significant challenges in evaluating the impact 

of ‘community schools’, challenges which are also shared in wider community initiatives to 

support children and young people. Certain aspects are easily measurable, such as 

participation in activities, and attainment levels, however the wider impact on families (such 

as increased confidence and wellbeing) is less easily measured. 
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“The problem, of course, is that multi-strand interventions such as extended services 

necessarily produce multiple effects through complex causal pathways that are 

difficult, if not impossible to disentangle” (p. 82-82). 

Similar comments can be made regarding the HCZ, as it has been difficult to establish 

whether improvements were a result of additional services, or more general improvements 

in the school, for example, improved leadership because of a new head teacher, raising the 

general standard of teaching (Harlem Children’s Zone, 2009).  

A study of the full service extended schools (FSES) initiative identified no differences in 

analysis of statistical indicators between schools supported by FSESs and those not, and the 

evidence on attainment was “decidedly ambiguous” (Dyson and Kerr, 2014 p. 87). Even 

though head teachers could identify children who were achieving better than anticipated 

had there not been interventions, it is difficult to demonstrate a causal link because of other 

developments which may have influenced attainment. 

It may be the case that it is easier to capture evidence of improved partnership working 

than it is to evidence improvement in outcomes for children and young people because of 

improved partnership working. Moore et al. (2014) argue that there is often a failure to 

“separately evaluate the efficacy of the partnership and the efficacy of the action planning 

and strategies used by the partnership” (p. 26). This will be a key priority for the evaluation 

of CNS. 

However, Dyson and Kerr argue that we can establish “promising outcomes”, and that the 

“most convincing evidence tended to come from piecing together case accounts of 

individuals and families” (p.85). Evaluation should therefore focus on what kinds of activities 

children and young people, and their families are accessing, and in what ways are they 

finding these beneficial. Interestingly, Moore et al. (2014) suggest that “given the open and 

constantly evolving nature of place-based efforts to address wicked problems”, one of the 

most appropriate forms of evaluation is developmental evaluation. In practice, the process 

of collecting and reporting the data becomes an intervention (p. 26).  

A mixed methods approach, involving quantitative and qualitative research, is also most 

likely to yield results. For example, the full service extended schools (FSES) initiative, which 

ran from 2003 to 2006 in approximately 150 schools, had a particularly rigorous evaluation 
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design. This evaluation used a combination of quantitative (analysis of attainment outcomes 

and other relevant statistical data) and qualitative (detailed case studies of a smaller 

number of FSES schools through interviewing children and parents, field visits to schools) 

evidence.  

As discussed earlier in the paper, it is crucial for all organisations involved in initiatives to 

support children and young people to have a clear set of shared goals. Initiatives should be 

underpinned by a theory of action or theory of change (Dyson et al., 2012): “how a zone’s 

outcomes are to be monitored and judged, and what zones might reasonably be expected 

to achieve, can only be determined if it is clear in advance what they are trying to do, why, 

and how” (p. 28). Finally, it is important to accept that we can draw on principles of 

effective interventions elsewhere but the national and local context is important, and local 

initiatives have to be adapted accordingly.  

 

Implications for CNS 

This final section offers some implications for the Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland 

initiative based on the learning from this evidence review. The key points are: 

 It is valuable to draw on promising practice and key principles from similar place-

based approaches to tackling disadvantage for children and young people, however 

it is important to develop a customised, localised model which recognises 

geographical and other contexts, and builds on existing service provision and 

initiatives. 

 Recognising the structural causes of poverty, it is important to think about how 

place-based initiatives such as CNS can influence upwards and outwards, as well as 

supporting organisations to ‘mitigate’ the effects of poverty. 

 Schools in the local  area play a central role in the majority of initiatives to support 

children and young people, and should be supported as they shift from ‘traditional’ 

understandings of the role of the school towards a more community-focused role. 

 Place-based initiatives could offer more meaningful ways for communities to 

participate in and influence local decision-making. In relation to this, we must reflect 
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on how children and young people can be empowered to participate in decision-

making and holding services and organisations – including CNS – to account.  

 CNS must support organisations to develop an agreed set of long-, mid- and short-

term outcomes, and a shared sense of how these are going to be achieved, using a 

theory of change.  

 In evaluating the Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland model, identifying changes or 

improvements to partnership working should be separate from evaluating the 

impact of specific initiatives to support children and young people. These two 

strands of research have important linkages, but it is important to examine 

separately if we wish to get a stronger sense of the ‘added value’ of CNS.  

In summary, this paper has reviewed the key literature on place-based approaches to 

supporting and improving outcomes for children and young people. It firstly presented the 

challenges and opportunities for place-based approaches more broadly, before describing 

the specific examples of children’s zones or communities that have been established 

elsewhere. Drawing on evaluations of these interventions as well as supporting literature, 

the paper identifies some key lessons and evidence of promising practice that can help 

inform the CNS model as it develops. The paper then reflects on lessons for evaluation, 

before presenting some key implications for the CNS initiative. While the structural causes 

of poverty must always be challenged, there is scope for place-based initiatives like CNS to 

respond to these by ‘influencing up’ and supporting connections between action in the local 

communities and regional and national structures and policies.  

  



   

20 
 

References 

Batty, E., Pearson, S., Wilson, I., Coldwell, M., Stiell, B., Willis, B. (2018). Children's Community 

Evaluation 2017 Report. Project Report. Sheffield, Sheffield Hallam University. 

Bynner, C. (2016). ‘Rationales for Place-based Approaches in Scotland’, What Works Scotland 

Working Paper. 

Cabaj, M, Weaver, L. (2016). ‘Collective Impact 3.0: An Evolving Framework for Community Change’, 

available at 

https://areapartnerships.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Collective%20Impact%203.0%20An%20Evolvi

ng%20Framework%20For%20Community%20Change%20Mark%20Cabaj%20and%20Liz%20Weaver

%202016.pdf, [accessed 26 July 2018]. 

Children and Youth Area Partnerships Victoria (website), available at 

https://areapartnerships.vic.gov.au/ [accessed 8 July 2018]. 

Connell JP., Kubisch AC. (1998) ‘Applying a Theory of Change Approach’ in K. Fulbright Anderson, A.C 

Kubisch and J.P. Connell (Eds) New Approaches to Evaluating Community Initiatives Volume 2: 

Theory, Measurement and Analysis. Washington DC; The Aspen Institute. 

Cummings, C., Dyson, A., Todd, L. (2011), Beyond the School Gate: Can Full Service and Estended 

Schools Overcome Disadvantage; Routledge: London.  

Dobbie, W., Fryber, R. G. (2009), ‘Are High Quality Schools Enough To Close The Achievement Gap? 

Evidence from a Social Experiment in Harlem’, Working Paper 15473, available at 

Http://Www.Nber.Org/Papers/W15473 [accessed 2 April 2018].  

Dyson, A., Kerr, K., Raffo, C., Wigelsworth, M. (2012). ‘Developing Children’s Zones for England’, Save 

the Children report.  

Dyson, A., Kerr, K. (2014). ‘Out of school time activities and extended services in England: a 

remarkable experiment? Journal for educational research online, 6: 3, pp. 76-94. 

EKOS Consulting (2018). ‘Measurement of Place-based Working’, Report for Corra Foundation. 

Available online at https://www.corra.scot/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/EKOS-Measurement-of-

Place-Based-Working.pdf [accessed 10 June 2018]. 

Hanson, D. (2013), ‘Assessing the Harlem Children’s Zone’, Centre for policy innovation Discussion 

Paper No. 08, March 6, 2013. 

Harlem’s Children’s Zone (website), available at https://hcz.org/ [accessed 1 May 2018]. 

https://areapartnerships.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Collective%20Impact%203.0%20An%20Evolving%20Framework%20For%20Community%20Change%20Mark%20Cabaj%20and%20Liz%20Weaver%202016.pdf
https://areapartnerships.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Collective%20Impact%203.0%20An%20Evolving%20Framework%20For%20Community%20Change%20Mark%20Cabaj%20and%20Liz%20Weaver%202016.pdf
https://areapartnerships.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Collective%20Impact%203.0%20An%20Evolving%20Framework%20For%20Community%20Change%20Mark%20Cabaj%20and%20Liz%20Weaver%202016.pdf
https://areapartnerships.vic.gov.au/
https://www.corra.scot/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/EKOS-Measurement-of-Place-Based-Working.pdf
https://www.corra.scot/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/EKOS-Measurement-of-Place-Based-Working.pdf
https://hcz.org/


   

21 
 

IRISS (2015), ‘Place-based working’, available at https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/irisson/place-

based-working [accessed 4 July 2018]. 

Kania, J., Kramer, M. (2011) "Collective Impact." Stanford Social Innovation Review 9: 1, pp. 36–41.  

Kerr, K., Dyson, D. (2016). ‘Networked Social Enterprises: A New Model of Community Schooling for 

Disadvantaged Neighborhoods Facing Challenging Times’. Education Sciences, [20], pp. 1-16. 

Johnstone, C., Mooney, G. (2007) “Problem’ People, ‘Problem’ Spaces? New Labour and Council 

Estates’, in Atkinson, R. and Helms, G. (eds) Securing an Urban Renaissance: Crime, Community and 

British Urban Policy, Bristol: Policy Press, pp 125-139.  

Lankelly Chase (2017). ‘A Historical Review of Place-Based Approaches’, available at 

https://lankellychase.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Historical-review-of-place-based-

approaches.pdf [accessed 2 July 2018]. 

MacBeath, J. E., Kirwan, T., Myers, B., McCall, J., Smith, I., McKay, E. (2001) The impact of study 

support: a report of a longitudinal study into the impact of participation in out-of-school-hours 

learning on the academic attainment, attitudes and school attendance of secondary school students. 

DfES Research report RR273 

Milbourne, L., Macrae, S., Maguire, M. (2003). ‘Collaborative solutions or new policy problems: 

exploring multi‐agency partnerships in education and health work’. Journal of Education Policy, 

18(1): pp. 19-35.  

Moore, T.G., Fry, R. (2011). ‘Place-based approaches to child and family services: A literature review’. 

Parkville, Victoria: Murdoch Childrens Research Institute and The Royal Children’s Hospital Centre 

for Community Child Health. 

Moore, T. G., McHugh-Dillon, H., Bull, K., Fry, R., Laidlaw, B., West, S. (2014). ‘The evidence: what we 

know about place-based approaches to support children’s wellbeing’, Parkville, Victoria: Murdoch 

Childrens Research Institute and The Royal Children’s Hospital Centre for Community Child Health. 

Muijs, D. (2010). ‘Effectiveness and disadvantage in education: can a focus on effectiveness aid 

equity in education? In Education and Poverty in Affluent Countries; Raffo, C., Dyson, A., Gunter, H., 

Hall, D., Jones, L., Kalambouka, A., Eds,; Routeledge: London, pp. 85-96. 

NHS Health Scotland (2013). ‘Health Inequalities Action Framework’, available at 

http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/health-inequalities-action-framework [accessed 16 

August 2018]. 

https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/irisson/place-based-working
https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/irisson/place-based-working
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact
https://lankellychase.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Historical-review-of-place-based-approaches.pdf
https://lankellychase.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Historical-review-of-place-based-approaches.pdf
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/health-inequalities-action-framework


   

22 
 

Save the Children (2012), ‘Developing Children’s Zones for England’, Policy Brief. 

Scottish Government (2017) ‘Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland: 2015/16’, March 2017, 

available online at https://beta.gov.scot/publications/poverty-income-inequality-scotland-2015-16/ 

[accessed 10 October 2018]. 

Smyth, J., McInerney, P. (2014) ‘Ordinary kids’ navigating geographies of educational opportunity in 

the context of an Australian ‘place-based intervention’, Journal of Education Policy, 29:3, pp. 285-

301. 

Statham, J. (2011). A review of international evidence on interagency working, to inform the 

development of Children’s Services Committees in Ireland. Dublin, Ireland: Department of Children 

and Youth Affairs. www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/ publications/wtfchildren.pdf 

Stewart, H., Watson, N., Campbell, M. (2018). ‘The cost of school holidays for children from low 

income families’, Childhood, (0) pp. 1-14. 

The Scotsman (2018) ‘Child poverty to rise by 130,000 across Scotland as cuts bite’, 26 March 2018. 

Available at https://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/child-poverty-to-rise-by-130-000-across-

scotland-as-cuts-bite-1-4712687 [accessed 24 July 2018]. 

Zelon, H. (2010). ‘Is the Promise Real: The Harlem Children’s Zone Becomes a Template for National 

Change’, City Lights, Vol. 34, No. 1 (March 2010), available at 

http://www.phoenixworks.org/PLSC240/Zelon.pdf [accessed 24 July 2018] 

  

https://beta.gov.scot/publications/poverty-income-inequality-scotland-2015-16/
https://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/child-poverty-to-rise-by-130-000-across-scotland-as-cuts-bite-1-4712687
https://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/child-poverty-to-rise-by-130-000-across-scotland-as-cuts-bite-1-4712687
http://www.phoenixworks.org/PLSC240/Zelon.pdf


   

23 
 

Contact 

Dr Maureen McBride 

Research Associate 

Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland 

Email: Maureen.McBride@glasgow.ac.uk 

Tel: 0141 330 3363 

Web: ww.childrensneighbourhoodsscotland.com 

Twitter: @CnScotland 

 

Reference 

The literature review should be cited as:  

McBride, M. 2018 Place-based approaches to support children and young people. Glasgow: 

Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland 2018. 

Copyright 

 

Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland is an initiative coordinated by the University of 

Glasgow, Glasgow Centre for Population Health, and Glasgow City Council working with 

public, private and third sector partners.  

 

 

 

mailto:Maureen.McBride@glasgow.ac.uk

