
Early Warning Systems  for 
Developing Countries



Presented by:

Diane Prouty, Creative Associates International

Aakash Sethi, QUEST Alliance (India)

Chea Kosal, Kampuchean Action for Primary Education (Cambodia)

Nicole Seibel, CARE (Timor-Leste)

Wendi Carman, Creative Associates International (Tajikistan)



Why do you need an EWS?

• Dropout is a process that takes place over time. 

• Warning signs along the way indicate students are having problems 
that may lead to drop.

• At-risk students become invisible and/or intolerable to teachers and 
classmates. 

• Dropout is not just the school’s problem, but requires a concerted 
effort on the part of families, schools and communities working 
together. 

• An EWS provides a mechanism to identify at-risk students, targets 
support and foster school-parent-community partnership.

• The four countries participating in the SDPP Program each 
developed an EWS, tailored to their country using  the same basic 
framework and process.  



What is an Early Warning System 
(EWS)?

A framework and structured process that…..

• Uses readily available school data to identify students 
who are at risk of dropping out.

• Provides additional support to at-risk students.

• Strengthens partnership among schools, families and 
communities.



Why is an EWS appropriate?

An EWS is relatively low-cost and “do-able”
because it: 

•does not require special equipment or high skill 
levels to implement;

•is implemented by existing school personnel (with 
help from PTAs and/or communities groups); and

•fits within the duties and tasks already assigned to 
teachers, such as student tracking and record-
keeping.



Three components of an EWS

EWS

Component 1

Identify At-Risk Students

Component 2
Track & trigger first 
response strategies

Component 3
Community engagement 
for advocacy, outreach 
and support



Component 1: 
Identification of the At-Risk Students

The ABC Predictors

• Attendance

– Students who miss 10% or more of 

instructional time in school (excused or 

unexcused)

• Behavior

– Students who seem distracted; causes 

problem for themselves; causes 

problems for other students

• Course work

– Poor performance on exams and low 
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Component 1: 
Country-Specific Predictors

Cambodia India Tajikistan Timor-Leste

Attendance Attendance Attendance Attendance

Behavior Behavior Behavior Behavior

Course Performance 
(last sem exam)

Course Performance Course Performance 
(last quarter marks 
in Tajik)

Course Performance 
(last quarter marks 
in Tetum)

Course Performance 
(last month exam)

Early Departure Course Performance 
(last quarter marks 
in Algebra)

Course Performance 
(last quarter marks 
in Math)

Overage for grade Parent’s literacy Homework Tardiness or 
Leaving Early

Distance to School Work Obligation Schooling after 
grade 9

Homework

Early Departure

Parent’s literacy

Work Obligation

Homework

Schooling after 
grade 9

Tardiness or 
Leaving Early

Homework

Overage for grade

Distance to School



Component 1: Sample Scoring Sheet

Decision Rules

–Minimum % of at-risk 
population based on dropout 
rate

–Students who receive an 
overall EWS score of “8”
points or above

–Students who receive a 
score of “2” for the 
attendance indicator

–Full vs. partial treatment



Component 2: 
Track & Trigger Support

 Making attendance a priority

 Tracking performance

 Monitoring behavior

Student Tracking and Monitoring



Component 2: 
Track & Trigger--

First Response Strategies

• Welcoming classroom environment

• Communications with families

• Home visits

• Case Management 

• Assist with home visits

• Review communication logs

• Participate in Case Management

School level 
response

Community 
response

Family level 
response

• Monitor child behavior

• Ensure regular and punctual attendance

• Review school work

• Meet with school to discuss child

• Reschedule or lighten chore-load



Component 3: Community 
Engagement

• Stay-in-School Committees
• Outreach-

– Meetings/Discussions
– Open Houses at schools
– Voice messages

• Wrap-around Support 
• Mutual Accountability



At-risk Student Identification and 
Tracking



At-Risk Student Identification:
Predictors

Attendance, Behavior and Coursework (ABC) were effective indicators 
for identifying at-risk students.
•Uses school-level data that should be readily available
•Are actionable at the school level

Additional indicators linked to student/family characteristics were less 
viable because they were…
•More subjective
•Not regularly tracked
•Not actionable at school level

Teachers felt they could identify at-risk students based on their own 
knowledge without following an empirical process

Frequency of the identification process (one time, beginning of the 
school year) might have missed some students.



At-Risk Student Tracking

• Accuracy and completion of school records affects 
student identification AND tracking. 
- No habit of record keeping (ex: sometimes stored at 

home). 
- Low teacher understanding of rationale for records or their 

application/use
- Tracking attendance by head count, not by individual 

student

• Behavior tracking was subject to teacher bias
• Coursework was challenged by automatic promotion 

policies, no regular exams, tendency to give all 
students an average grade (lack of variance)

• But, school directors saw improved record keeping 
during implementation, more communication with 
parents & community.



Strengthening EWS Identification and 
Tracking

EWS can be strengthened by…

• Streamlining EWS forms

• Using ABCs only for identification

• Improving collaboration amongst school 
personnel  



. 

Teacher Capacity and Willingness 
to conduct EWS



“Not My Job Syndrome”

• Conflicts with their understanding and definition of 
their job:

– Limit work hours to class time 

– Reluctance to do individualized tracking 

– Teachers comply with the tasks that fit into their 
routine (attendance, grading,  etc.).

• Teachers like to focus on outstanding students 
rather than waste their time on low performing or 
absent students.

• Non-schools and other  activities steal teachers time 
for EWS tasks.



Old(er) Teachers, No New Tricks

• Older teachers are reluctant to embrace new 
duties or techniques; younger teacher are more 
receptive.

• Older teacher face physical limitations (such as 
walking to make home visits).

• Teachers are more comfortable with oral 
practices rather than written documentation.

• Teachers biased towards certain groups (caste, 
ethnic group, class, low performing students)



Strengthening Teacher Capacity 
and Willingness

• Bring about a change in teacher mindset by 
integrating EWS training in pre-service and in-service.

• Develop a community of practitioners 

• Create an awareness about the data collected at 
school level to enable individuals & groups to provide 
meaningful response & support.



Community Participation and 
Reliability

PTA meeting in Cambodia



School-community partnerships:
the problem

• Not often operationalized: 
PTA existed in name but not active 

• Communication gap between parents and 
teachers or communication all one-way (top 
down from school to parents)

• Partnership and accountability may not be 
welcomed by schools

“Stay in School” community group in 
Timor-Leste speaking to parents about 
the importance of education for their 
children and the community.



What we learned: mobilizing and 
motivating volunteers

SDPP had different models with varying success:
-unpaid volunteer (Cambodia, Tajikistan, Timor-Leste)
-local youth paid a stipend (India)

•Paid “volunteers” more reliable and costly, unpaid 
less reliable and more affordable

• Leadership matters (school and 
community)

• Involving wider community 
spread awareness about SDO as 
an issue 

Local youth were trained to be community 
“champions” bringing parents and 
teachers together in India



Strengthening EWS for Community 
Participation and Reliability

• Include influential members of the community: local 
authorities, respected elders, retirees, religious and 
business leaders, government and police

• Volunteers/parents need clearly defined roles and 
actions – manage tensions between school and 
community

• Diverse and rotating group 
members 

• Volunteer youth link to 
developing skills for future 
employment

Religious leaders in Tajikistan encouraged 
parents to send their daughters to school



Ministry Commitment and 
Supervision for EWS



EWS is Based on Existing Policies 

• Recordkeeping: Attendance, behavior, 
coursework/ performance

• Head teachers’ and teachers’ roles and 
responsibilities towards at-risk students (home 
visits & case management)

• Community relationship with the school (SMC, 
PTA, etc.) 



Impact of EWS Implementation

• Strengthened recordkeeping practices

• Reinforcement of existing policies and programs to 
identify and track absent students

• Enactment of policies for follow-up procedures 
(home visits, case management) 

• EWS coverage expanded in Cambodia, India and 
Timor-Leste



Strengthening Policies for EWS

Policies Need Reinforcement

Teachers’ job description and working hours: 

 24h/week of class time considered as a full 
work week (40h) in some countries

 Follow-up support to at-risk students as part 
of their job

Teacher attendance

Recordkeeping requirements



Reforming Policies for EWS

Reform

 Do not pull teachers and students from 
classrooms (trainings, elections, celebrations, 
etc.)

 Metrics of success need to focus on raising 
performance levels for all students, particularly 
low performing students

 Spot checks of school records 

 Better measurement of dropout


