
5 Ways School Districts Use Early Warning 
Indicators to Promote Student Success

FROM AT RISK TO ON TRACK:



EAR·LY WARN·ING SYS·TEM 
[ur-lee wawr-ning sis-tuh m] noun

1.    A system that uses student data to identify students 
who exhibit behavior or academic performance that puts 
them at risk of dropping out of school  

2.  A tool that combines multiple indicators—including 
coursework, attendance, behavior, assessments, and 
social-emotional learning (SEL) data—to help educators 
keep students on track for success.

The ways that educators use early warning indicators to support students 
have evolved over the last few decades.  

Early warning systems (EWS) were originally developed for dropout prevention using the 
“ABCs” of student data: attendance, behavior, and coursework. With these strong 
predictors, schools and districts could identify students who were at risk of not graduating 
high school.  

But the early warning system of today has expanded beyond the “ABCs.” New early warning 
indicators, like assessment results and social-emotional learning (SEL) data, have emerged 
as key pieces of the student “profile” to help educators ensure that every student thrives. 
And as the national graduation rate continues to climb, educators are using this complete 
set of indicators to address not just dropout prevention, but also core challenges such as:  

  ●  Chronic absenteeism  

  ●  Disproportionate discipline  

  ●  On-time graduation and college persistence  

  ●  Course completion and mastery of standards  

  ●  Support planning and tiered interventions  

  ●  Mental health and wellness  
 
So how are districts and schools using next-generation early warning systems to support 
the whole student? In Panorama Education’s work with districts across the country, we’ve 
found that the following three steps are an effective approach: 

1. IDENTIFY 3. TAKE ACTION2. UNDERSTAND

Identify at-risk 
students at the first 
sign they’re struggling. 

Understand each 
student’s needs using 
multiple indicators.

Take action with 
necessary supports 
and interventions.
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https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/high-school/early-warning-systems-brief.pdf
https://www.panoramaed.com/early-warning-system
https://casel.org/impact/
https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/data-us-graduation-rates-by-state-and.html


While the national graduation rate is at an all-time high of 
84%, there’s still work to be done. Students with minority, 
disability, low income, and English language learner status 
are still graduating from high school at lower levels than the 
national average.  

Recognizing dropout signals early in a student’s academic 
career is critical to getting the student back on track for 
graduation. According to early warning research, half of all 
dropouts can be identified by the end of sixth grade—and 
close to 75% by the beginning of high school.

1. Identify students—starting no later than middle school—
who have declined in one of more of the following areas: 
coursework, attendance, behavioral incidents, and social-
emotional learning (SEL) assessment results.  

2. Understand what factors may be contributing to these 
declines by digging deeper into each student’s recent data.  

3. Take action before it’s too late with tiered interventions 
—from whole-school preventative measures to 1:1  
student mentoring. 

Strategies for raising graduation 
rates with early warning indicators:

1. Increase on-time 
graduation by identifying 
off-track students earlier 
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http://www.americaspromise.org/high-school-graduation-facts-ending-dropout-crisis
http://www.americaspromise.org/high-school-graduation-facts-ending-dropout-crisis
http://sites.bu.edu/miccr/files/2015/03/An-Early-Warning-System.pdf


•The School District of Philadelphia partnered with the Philadelphia 
Education Fund and Johns Hopkins University to build an early warning 
system model for schools located in areas with low graduation rates.  

•The district and its partners ran statistical analyses on several early 
warning indicators—including low attendance, poor behavior, and 
course failure in math or English—to identify students in the sixth and 
eighth grades who were at risk of dropping out.  

•Philadelphia developed several intervention programs to respond to 
signals about struggling students. Schools also work with the 
organization Diplomas Now, which places young adults on campus to 
provide individualized support for students.  

•Philadelphia’s graduation rate continues to rise. In 2017, the district 
reached a 67% graduation rate—an increase for the third consecutive 
year and up from just 50% 10 years ago. 
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School District of Philadelphia (PA)

Spotlight on Graduation:

http://www.philaedfund.org
http://www.philaedfund.org
http://every1graduates.org
http://sites.bu.edu/miccr/files/2015/03/An-Early-Warning-System.pdf
http://sites.bu.edu/miccr/files/2015/03/An-Early-Warning-System.pdf
https://diplomasnow.org/about/
https://www.philasd.org/blog/2017/11/09/district-graduation-rates-increase-again/


Strong academics are a prerequisite for success in high school 
and beyond. Many districts already prioritize and monitor 
students’ academic progress—and for good reason. 

Research shows that a student who maintains a C average or 
higher in high school is more likely to persist in college than 
those who do not. What’s more, a student who maintains an A 
average is seven times more likely to complete college in four 
years when compared to students with a C average. 

2. Boost course 
completion rates and 
academic achievement

1. Identify students who have a D or F grade in coursework, 
or those whose grades are trending down—for example, 
declining from mostly Cs to mostly Ds.  

2. Understand how each student’s grades have changed over 
time and how the student’s academic struggles may connect 
to attendance, behavioral, or social-emotional issues.  

3. Take action by placing students in appropriate 
intervention programs for math and reading, and by 
continuing to track their daily progress. In addition, address 
other factors that may be contributing to the problem. 

Strategies for enhancing academic 
performance with early warning indicators:
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http://www.earlywarningsystems.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/14-3028_College-Persistence_Indicators_Aug_2014.pdf


5

•Chicago Public Schools (CPS) noticed that ninth grade was a critical year for 
curbing dropouts and ensuring that students achieve academically.  

•Working with the Consortium on Chicago School Research, CPS identified course 
failures and credit accumulation as major factors that influence ninth graders’ 
high school completion. 

•Based on those factors, CPS created “On Track” indicators for all ninth graders 
and encouraged principals to use these indicators to guide their student support 
processes. 

•School administrators, teachers, and counselors collaborated to design and 
implement innovative intervention plans for students on “watch lists.” 

•After implementing and expanding the program, the district’s “On Track” rate for 
freshman rose 10 percentage points to 69%. Today, 89% of ninth graders are on 
track for graduation in CPS.  

Chicago Public Schools (IL)  

Spotlight on Course Completion and Grades:

https://consortium.uchicago.edu
http://www.civicenterprises.net/MediaLibrary/Docs/on_track_for_success.pdf
https://www.cps.edu/News/Press_releases/Pages/PR1_08_27_2017.aspx


When students are in school every day, ready to learn, the 
positive outcomes are clear: high attendance is connected to 
stronger academic achievement, more positive social-emotional 
skills, and decreased risk for dropping out. 

That’s why many states and districts are renewing their focus on 
chronic absenteeism. In fact, early warning indicators are proven 
to help educators diagnose and address chronic absences. A 
randomized control trial conducted in over 70 midwest high 
schools found that using an early warning system helped reduce 
chronic absenteeism rates from 14 to 10%.  

1. Identify and create a “watch list” of students who have missed 
more than 10% of school days and those who are at risk of 
dropping below 90% daily attendance—a common threshold for 
chronic absence.  

2. Understand each student’s number of absences, course 
absences and tardies, and if there are trends or extreme 
“streaks” of absences for specific students. Then, identify 
potential root causes of the issue.  

3. Take action with interventions designed to get students back 
in school—from individual attendance plans and community 
outreach, to “nudge” letters home. Find more intervention 
strategies in our guide to reducing chronic absenteeism. 

Strategies for improving attendance 
with early warning indicators: 

3. Improve attendance and 
reduce chronic absenteeism 
with daily analytics
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http://www.nccp.org/publications/pdf/text_771.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1045001
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1045001
http://www.kappanonline.org/absenteeism-school-matters/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/addressing-chronic-absenteeism-anne-obrien
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/pdf/REL_2017272.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/project.asp?projectID=440
http://go.panoramaed.com/resources/chronic-absenteeism


• In Tacoma, one out of four students were chronically absent during the 
2014-2015 school year.  

• Because University of Chicago research shows that chronically absent ninth 
graders only have a 21% chance of graduating, Tacoma developed an early 
warning system to track and improve attendance among ninth graders at its 
five high schools.  

• High school principals get weekly reports on student attendance with “hot 
lists” of students who have high absenteeism rates.  

• Equipped with the data, teacher teams determine the best way to intervene 
for each student, ranging from informal hall conversations, to family outreach, 
to referrals for counseling or treatment.  

• The district is expanding the program to its elementary and middle schools to 
push towards an 85% graduation rate by 2020. 

Tacoma Public Schools (WA) 
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Spotlight on Attendance:

https://consortium.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/publications/07%20What%20Matters%20Final.pdf
https://www.tacomaschools.org/news/Pages/High-schools-launch-Early-Warning-System-to-track-chronic-absences.aspx
https://www.tacomaschools.org/news/Pages/High-schools-launch-Early-Warning-System-to-track-chronic-absences.aspx


Strategies for reducing disciplinary 
issues with early warning indicators: 

4. Address trends in student 
behavior before more intensive  
interventions are necessary 

While disciplinary policies and practices vary from district to 
district, negative student behavior is a strong risk indicator that 
nearly every district monitors. Disciplinary incidents such as 
referrals, suspensions, and expulsions increase the likelihood that 
a student will drop out of school.

The challenge for many districts is equipping educators with 
disciplinary data on a daily basis. That’s where an early warning 
system comes in: with clear behavior trends surfaced every day, 
educators can intervene swiftly to get students back on track 
before minor warning signs become intensive interventions.  

1. Identify students who are at risk based on recent behavior 
indicators—meaning they’ve had multiple referrals or 
behavioral incidents during the course of the year—to spot 
which students are being referred most often.  

2. Understand the details and outcomes of each student’s 
incidents. Cross-reference the behavior data with other 
sources of data such as SEL assessments, behavioral 
screeners, course grades, and attendance patterns.  

3. Take action by working with school leadership, families, and 
counseling services to apply interventions within a multi-
tiered system of support (MTSS). 
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http://educationvoters.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/White-paper-discipline-010612.pdf


• As part of the school’s multi-tiered system of support (MTSS), Lakes Community High 
School (LCHS) initially built early warning dashboards in Excel and Tableau—but 
counselors and educators found it difficult to coordinate, share, and update the  
static dashboards.  

• To make the data more accessible, LCHS began using Panorama Student Success as an 
early warning system. Now, educators and staff can monitor behavior, SEL, academics, 
and attendance indicators in one place for every student, updated every day.  

• LCHS found a correlation between students’ self-management skills and their 
academic and behavioral progress in school. As a result, the school’s student support 
team shifted its focus to social-emotional learning in order to prevent behavioral 
incidents before they happen.  

• This combination of data allows LCHS to track trends across Tier 1, 2, and 3 
interventions so they can be more proactive and strategic in supporting students at all 
levels of their system.  
 

Lakes Community High School (IL)  
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Spotlight on Behavior and Student Support:

https://www.panoramaed.com/early-warning-system


Strategies for improving social-emotional 
learning with early warning indicators: 

5. Measure and promote 
students’ social-emotional 
learning skills 

A student’s successful educational experience transcends core 
academic skills and content knowledge. Today, schools and 
districts are focused on supporting students’ social-emotional 
learning (SEL) skills—such as growth mindset, social awareness, 
and self-management—as a lever to improve academic 
performance, behavior, and attendance.  

Social-emotional learning can serve as a leading indicator of 
student success; it’s essential for educators to understand 
students’ SEL and to monitor how those skills connect to 
academic and attendance outcomes. 

1. Identify students who are at risk based on the results of an SEL 
assessment. Students may be at risk when they’ve self-reported 
few strengths on the SEL topics assessed, and most critical when 
they’ve reported no SEL strengths in these areas.  

2. Understand teach student’s unique SEL profile, including 
strengths and areas for growth compared to benchmarks. Then 
analyze at the SEL data alongside coursework, behavior,  
and attendance data to see how the data connects to other  
key outcomes.  

3. Take action by implementing interventions to support students’ 
SEL through programs like Second Step or Transforming 
Education’s toolkits. Find more strategies in Panorama’s guide to 
measuring and improving SEL.  
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https://casel.org
https://casel.org
https://www.panoramaed.com/social-emotional-learning
https://www.panoramaed.com/social-emotional-learning
http://www.secondstep.org
https://www.transformingeducation.org/resources/for-educators/
https://www.transformingeducation.org/resources/for-educators/
https://go.panoramaed.com/guide/measuring-social-emotional-learning


• Washoe County School District (WCSD) uses early warning indicators—also called 
“risk scores”—that take into account data points across attendance, behavior, and 
academics to determine students’ level of risk for dropping out of school.  

• Research from WCSD, a national leader in promoting students’ social-emotional 
learning, found a strong link between students’ self-reported SEL competencies 
and their level of risk for being off-track for graduation.  

• Now, WCSD is working to integrate SEL data into risk scores so that educators can 
consider SEL alongside other risk indicators. The idea is that stronger SEL skills 
may buffer against increased risk for dropping out.  

• The district is also looking to strengthen their SEL work by ensuring that educators 
have the tools they need to support students’ growth through SEL curricula and 
adult professional learning.  
 

Washoe County School District (NV)    
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Spotlight on Social-Emotional Learning:

http://www.wcsddata.net/data-topics/sel/


Learn more about using Panorama’s early 
warning indicators to promote student success

Panorama Education helps educators act on data to improve student 
outcomes. Panorama has supported more than 5 million students in 
6,500 schools across 40 states, including those in the New York City 
Department of Education, Dallas Independent School District, Seattle 
Public Schools, and San Francisco Unified School District.  

REQUEST A DEMO

Get in Touch:  
contact@panoramaed.com  
(617) 356-8123  

https://www.panoramaed.com/early-warning-system#successDemoModal

