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Conclusion

Introduction

What does the research say?

How can districts and schools invest 

sustainably?

What does strategic scheduling and 

staffing look like?
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Our Shared Challenge

ÅStudents̍ especially studentsof color,studentsfromlow-

incomebackgrounds,Englishlanguagelearners,andstudents

with disabilities̍ haveexperiencedmonths of disrupted

learning.

ÅThe unprecedentedinfusion of federal stimulus funds

(ESSER)providesan importantopportunityfor districtsto

equitablymeetstudentsôneedsand lay the foundationfor

meaningful,long-term change. With carefulplanningand

investments,leaderscan ensurechangesare sustainable

beyondthethree-yearESSERfundingperiod.

Itõs time to redefine what 

ôgoing back to normalõ means 

and use learnings from the 

pandemic to innovate and 

rethink the student learning 

experience.

-Elementary school dean of students in Minnesota

Source: Educators for Excellence, Voices from the Classroom, 2021
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https://e4e.org/news/voices-classroom-2021-survey-americas-educators
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òDo Now, Build Towardó

DistrictandschoolleaderscanbestnavigateESSERinvestmentdecisionsbytakingañDoNow,

BuildTowardóapproachð choosingdoablestartingpointsfor the2021-22 schoolyear,while

designingchangeswitha long-termssustainablevisioninmind.

See the full òDo Now, Build Towardó toolkit
This overviewlays out a long-term, ñBuild 

Towardò vision for key strategies district and 

school leaders are prioritizing in high 

schools this fall.

These guidesoffer a blueprint for 

organizing resources this school year and 

beyond.
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https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Funding_Strategy
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Funding_Strategy
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
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The Schools Start Here Series

IN THIS GUIDE:

What could it look like for my district or school to organize resources 

as part of systems that help identify students who have intensified 

needs and connect them to the right supports at the right time?

INTHISSERIES:

Howcandistrictandschoolleadersusestimulusfundingto makeòDo

Nowóinvestmentsthatrespondtourgentstudentneeds,centerequity,

acceleratestudentlearning,andalsosustainablyñBuildTowardòlong-

termimprovement?
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Recent studies focus on ñEarly Warning Indicatorsóto predict 
students who need additional supports toward graduation.
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In the foundational study of Philadelphia Public Schools conducted by the Everyone Graduates Center, researchers found that 

òABCsó (absenteeism, behavior referrals, and course failure)are highly predictive ñearly warning indicatorsò of students dropping 

out. The table and chart below illustrate how trends worsen as students demonstrate more indicators.

Indicator % Graduated

<80% Attendance 17%

Poor Behavior Grade 29%

ñFò in English Course 18%

ñFò in Math Course 19%

No Indicators 56%

2 Indicators 21%

3 Indicators 13%
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Graduation rate for 

students with no indicators

For additional studies about other early warning indicators, see this meta-analysis. 

http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/20190918_EGC_EWSManual_Final2.pdf
http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/20190918_EGC_EWSManual_Final2.pdf
https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/D86W9N4X
https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/D86W9N4X
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260103484_Do_We_Know_Who_Will_Drop_Out_A_Review_of_the_Predictors_of_Dropping_out_of_High_School_Precision_Sensitivity_and_Specificity
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In response, schools and districts across the country are implementing 
a growing practice called Early Warning Systems (EWS).
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Who participates in Early Warning Systems?

ÅTypically, schools identify one or more campus EWS 

teams, typically either a single team composed of a 

facilitator and designated instructional staff, such as 

teacher-leaders, or teams for each grade level.

ÅEWS Teams meet at least monthlyto analyze data related 

to these student indicators and assign/adapt specific 

interventions.

What do Early Warning Systems do?

ÅSchools that implement EWS follow a methodical process 

that uses local, historical student data and research-based 

early warning indicators to accurately identify students

who are in danger of not achieving key educational 

milestones, such as on-time graduation. 

ÅStudents are then matched with appropriate 

interventions, and their progress is monitored so supports 

can be adapted over time. 

Sources: American Institutes for Research

https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/EWIMS-Implementation-Guide-FINAL-July-2020.pdf
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Given the impact of COVID-19, Early Warning Systems can help 
schools provided targeted supports to address intensified needs.

STEP 1

Establish EWS Team

STEP 7

Refine Process

STEP 3

Review Data

STEP 6

Monitor Students 

& Interventions
STEP 5

Assign Interventions

STEP 4

Analyze Data

STEP 2

Use EWS 

Tool
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Sources: EdWeek; the 74; the American Institutes for Research

DisruptionscausedbyCOVID-19will likelyleadto:

1.Morestudentswhoexhibittheseearlywarningindicators.

ÅEspeciallyin secondaryschools,wherestudentsexperiencedhighratesof absenteeismand

coursefailurenationallyduringthepandemic.

2.Anincompletepictureofstudentsôfullneeds.

3. Finitecapacityatschools,despiteincreasedstudentneed.

Early Warning Systems can help direct scarce resources where they are needed most by:

ÅLeveraging methodical processes, like this onecalled Early Warning Intervention and 

Monitoring Systems (EWIMS).

ÅPromoting up-to-date datagathering and analysis.

ÅFocusing interventionefforts based on strategic, locally validated, and research-backed 

indicators.

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-student-absences-during-covid-19/2020/10
https://www.the74million.org/article/analysis-schools-are-facing-a-surge-of-failing-grades-during-the-pandemic-and-traditional-approaches-like-credit-recovery-will-not-be-enough-to-manage-it/
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/EWIMS-Implementation-Guide-FINAL-July-2020.pdf
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/EWIMS-Implementation-Guide-FINAL-July-2020.pdf
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Early Warning Systems (EWS) also provide a strategic and data-
driven approachto building a multi-tiered system of supports.

There are important similarities and distinctions between early warning systems (EWS) and multi-tiered systems of support 

(MTSS) and response to intervention (RTI). For more information, see this guide from Regional Education Laboratories.

SIMILARITIES DISTINCTIONS

ÅEach uses data to identify and connect students to additional 

differentiated interventions.

ÅLike MTSS, these interventions span academic, 

social/emotional, and behavioral needs.

ÅEWS rely especially on specific, locally validated indicators for 

identifying students at risk of not graduating: Attendance, 

Behavior, and Course Failure.

ÅSpecific processes for implementing an EWS have been 

developed (as seen in the diagram on the previous slide).

Most importantly, EWS can help increase the impact of MTSS and RTI practices by combining

data-driven identification processes with comprehensive tiered intervention systemsthat target 

attendance, behavioral/social-emotional development, and course performance. In this way, schools 

can quickly provide just-in-time supports to address key drivers of studentsô success in school.
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/pdf/EWS_def.pdf
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Real-life Spotlights

In 2017, AIR and the US 

Department of Education found 

that 73 Midwest High Schools, 

one year later those that 

implemented EWS had 

statistically significant lower rates 

of chronic absenteeism and 

course failure than those that did 

not implement EWS. 
(AIR; US Department of Education)

American Institutes for 

Research

Through their work in embedding 

EWS across Connecticut, CT 

Rise found that in the first three 

years of partnership, grade 9 on-

track rates have improved by 

nearly 10 percentage points (from 

~70 percent - ~80 percent) with 

emphasized growth for English 

language learners and students 

with disabilities.
(CT Rise)

CT Rise

Recent studies point to the success of EWS in 

supporting student achievement towards 

graduationé

é so long as the system is adapted to fit the local 

context to address acute student needs.

While the ñABCsòprovide a starting point for districts and schools to 

determine indicator thresholds for identifying students, research 

suggests that thresholds for identification must be locally validated to 

ensure the right students are identifiedand supported.

ÅThis is especially true for ñbehavior,ò where policies vary greatly from 

district to district and can fall prey to both personal and systemic bias.

ÅAdditional validation and threshold shifts will be necessary if district 

and school policies for attendance and course completion changed in 

response to COVID-19.

Check Out:

Å This exampleof varied indicators from the Massachusetts Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education.

Å This guidefor districts on creating locally validated indicators from the Regional 

Education Laboratory (REL) West.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/pdf/REL_2017272.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/pdf/REL_2017272.pdf
https://www.ctrise.org/what-were-learning/
https://abcs.sites.digital.mass.gov/
http://www.pathwaystoadultsuccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/RELWest_CreatingIndicatorsforEWS.pdf
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By leveraging research and best practices, districts and schools 
should strategically invest in Early Warning Systems (EWS).
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STEP 1

Establish EWS Team

STEP 7

Refine Process

STEP 3

Review Data

STEP 6

Monitor Students 

& Interventions
STEP 5

Assign Interventions

STEP 4

Analyze Data

STEP 2

Use EWS 

Tool

Thisguidebuildson expertisefromthe fieldand focuseson how

districtsand schoolscan leveragetheir ESSERfundsto start or

improveEarlyWarningSystems,givenintensifiedstudentneedsasa

resultofCOVID-19.

Thisguidewill discussñDoNow,BuildTowardòinvestmentsfor all

aspectsof the EWS process,except for Step 5: Assigning&

ImplementingInterventions.

Formoreinformationaboutthetypesof investmentsneededto

provide flexible interventions,see the TargetedAcademic

Supportsguide.

https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
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Many organizations in the education field have created guidance, 
protocols, and toolsfor implementing EWS effectively.
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The Everyone 

Graduates Center

The Network for 

College Success

The RISE Network 

(CT)

Talent 

Development 

Secondary

American Institutes 

for Research

http://www.pathwaystoadultsuccess.org/resources/ews-2-on-track-resources/
https://www.edweek.org/education/opinion-how-chicago-is-supporting-educators-in-using-early-warning-indicators/2018/08
https://www.ctrise.org/resources/
https://www.tdschools.org/about/early-warning-indicator-systems/
https://www.air.org/resource/launch-and-implement-early-warning-systems-education
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Federal stimulus funds provide an opportunity to address studentsõ 
current needs and build toward lasting improvement.

Size the full cost of implementing strategies over time.

Consider all the cost components associated with implementing the strategy well, including those that address intensified 

needs and those that build long-term capacity. Understand which costs will need to be sustained over time.

Invest in building bridges to new ways of organizing.

Pilot and evaluate new approaches that lower future costs or redirect resources to sustain this strategy.

Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time.

To avoid fiscal cliffs, have an exit strategy where possible. Carefully monitor and plan for what needs to be sustained.

To plan ESSER investments with long-term sustainabilityin mindé

Define success, measure, and adjust.

Investing in a continuous improvement system is critical for ensuring that strategies evolve and improve over time. For more 

on this, see Uncharted Waters.
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https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/CARES_act_sustainable_education_spending
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/uncharted_waters
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Early Warning System (EWS) Team Collaboration

Create time for teams to meet through staffing release time or, if needed, stipends for time outside of contract time.

Early Warning System (EWS) Coordination

Stipend staff or hire as needed for data management and program facilitation and oversight.

Educator Professional Learning

Develop or outsource professional development on effective data analysis, root cause analysis, intervention 

implementation and continuous improvement.

Integrated Early Warning System (EWS) Tool

Purchase or develop Early Warning System tool integrated with the SIS
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To invest sustainably, districts and schools will need to size the full cost of key 
components of their Early Warning Systems.

Size the full cost of implementing strategies over time.

ÅFor concrete guidance on implementing interventions, see the Targeted Academic Supports guide.

ÅFor concrete guidance on developing supportive relationships among students and teachers, see the Building Strong Relationshipsguide.

https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
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EWS Team Collaboration

EWS Coordination

Educator Professional Learning

Integrated EWS Tool

Address intensified needs Build system capacity

Investments in these areas increase the amount 

of small group instruction that is possible but can 

also build capacity if done strategically. For 

example, piloting ways to embed EWS team 

collaboration into the school day.

Investments in these areas build the capacity of 

the system to be able to provide greater data 

integrity and tracking and coordination of high-

quality student supports.
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ESSER investments should balance investing in immediate student needs with 
building lasting capacity.

Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time.
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Illustrative investment needed

ESSER can fund larger investments in time for team 

collaboration focused on data analysis and response to 

intensified student need as well as far more professional 

learning and set-up and coordination. Systems should closely 

monitor to see which of these investments should be sustained 

post-ESSER. 
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Key Question:How can districts and schools sustain 

increased teacher collaboration ˈ without increasing long-

term costs?

Possibly reduce investments in these areas back close to 

baseline once data systems/tools are in place, depending on 

any ongoing licensing costs.
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EWS Team Collaboration

EWS Coordination

Educator Professional Learning

Integrated EWS Tool
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While some investments will decrease, other investments will need to be sustained 
in order to provide better Early Warning Systems after ESSER.

Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time.
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Fornow,schoolsmighté

ÅStipendteachersandsupportstafftomeetin

EWSTeamsbeforeorafterschool.

ÅStipendstaffor hireas neededfor campus

EWS coordination,includingresponsibility

for data management,programoversight,

and progress monitoringfor continued

systemimprovementandchangesinstudent

needs.

ÅHire moreteachersin targetedareas(for

example,9th-grade)to embedmorerelease

timeinschedules.

éwhilepilotingandevaluatingwaysto providemore

and better Early Warning Systems,even without

stimulusdollars.

ÅShift calendars, schedules, and teacher assignments (for

example,creatinggrade-levelteachingteams)toembedEWSTeam

collaborationtimeduringthe schooldayanddecreaseadditional

collaborationstipendsoradditionalstaffforreleasetime.

ÅBuild capacity to manageEWSdata collection,analysis,and

progressmonitoringin existingrolesandexistingstructuresð

reducingtheneedformaintainingdedicatedpositions. Forinstance,

a specialeducationleadôsresponsibilitiesmayshiftsothattheynow

useadvisorytimetocheckinonspecificstudentsandmonitortheir

intervention-relatedprogress.
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Districts and schools can pilot ways to sustain better Early Warning Systems than 
were provided pre-COVID.

Invest in building bridges to new ways of organizing.
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Districts and schools should invest in rapid cycles of

continuousimprovementto answerquestions,suchas:

ÅWhereis EWSbeingimplementedwithfidelity?Whereitôsnot,

whatbarriersareinplacethatwecanaddress?

ÅWhich interventionsare effectivelymeetingstudentsneeds?

Whichinterventionsneedshiftingorfurtheradaptation?

ÅWhichschoolsarebrightspotswhereEWSis successful?What

effectivepracticescanwetryatotherschools?

ÅWhatchallengesarearising,andhowcanweaddressthem?

A whole-system approach to continuous improvementé

Emphasizes a clear set of priorities

Empowers practitioners with evidence-based strategies and 

logic models

Assesses the fidelity and equity of implementation across 

the whole district

Tracks costs and compares them to the ROI of other 

potential approaches

Relies on cross-functional system leadership to dismantle 

barriers, address inequities, and support schools
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ERS, Uncharted Waters

Districts and schools will need to monitor progress and learn from experience to 
plan and improve on future investments.

Define success, measure, and adjust.

https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/uncharted_waters
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Investments in all components of Early Warning Systems (EWS) 
are strategic and allowable uses for ESSER dollars.
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EWS Team Collaboration

EWS Coordination

Educator Professional Learning

Integrated EWS Tool

TheCARESAct(ESSERI) includesallowableusesof funds

related to preventing,preparingfor, and respondingto

COVID-19.

NotethattheóadditionalôLEAallowableusesof fundsunder

the CRRSAAct (ESSERII), suchas addressinglearning

loss, preparing schools for reopening, and testing,

repairing,andupgradingprojectsto improveairqualityin

school buildings, alreadyarepermittedunderthe CARES

Act.

-US Department of Education
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Districts and schools will need additional collaboration 
structuresfor EWS Teams.
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EWS Team Collaboration

EWS Coordination

Educator Professional Learning

Integrated EWS Tool

What collaboration structures does the EWS Team need in order to 

frequently discuss indicators and assign and adapt interventions?

ÅRecommendations for EWS Teams vary and will likely depend on the 

magnitude of student need. One examplesuggests:

ÅEWS Point Personif there are <25 students with early warning indicators.

ÅIntegrated School Teamfor example: administrators, counselors, 

instructional coaches if there are 25-50 students with early warning 

indicators.

ÅDistributed Teacher Teamsfor instance: grade-level teams if there are 

>50 students with early warning indicators.

http://new.every1graduates.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/20190918_EGC_EWSManual_Final2.pdf































