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The Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) at Prey Koki Lower Secondary School was an active player in 

preventing student dropout once the school began implementing their Early Warning System (EWS), 

an intervention of USAID’s School Dropout Prevention Pilot (SDPP) Program. Suos Sen, Prey Koki’s 

Deputy Director explains:

“A number of students have come back to school and they are attending regularly 

after frequent absences or even [after dropping] out of school following home visits by 

community and PTA members.” 

Every lower secondary school in Cambodia has a PTA—typically comprised of the school’s deputy 

director, commune council members, village chief and community representatives—to support the 

school in a number of ways. PTAs typically raise funds to improve school infrastructure and build 

roads. However, until the introduction of the EWS, PTAs rarely dealt with the school dropout issue.  

SDPP staff trained PTA members in 215 target schools in six provinces of Cambodia on implementing 

the EWS and how to prevent students from dropping out. The training prepared them to conduct 

home visits with parents whose children were often absent from school; hold community meetings to 

raise awareness about the negative impacts of school dropout; and mobilize community resources to 

help children stay in school. PTA members at Prey Koki Lower Secondary School visited the homes 

of at-risk students and led community meetings three or more times a year.  “I’m happy to encourage 

students to go back to school,” says Um Sak, Prey Koki’s PTA president, “as I have had no chance to 

study like them.”

Frequent absenteeism is a predictor of student dropout. When the school reports student absences, 

Prey Koki’s PTA members visit the students’ homes to speak with the parents and the students about 

the problem and to help find solutions. In one case, to prevent a student from Prey Koki, Soum Rong, 

from dropping out, the PTA raised funds to buy her a bicycle, because she lived far from the school, 

and learning materials. This changed Soum Rong’s ability to stay in school: 

“I go to school regularly and on-time since I received a bicycle from the PTA in my community. 

Before I received the bicycle, I nearly dropped out of school since it was very difficult to walk the 

seven kilometers of rural roads to get to school.”

Rong now has no intention of leaving school. “I love to study, and I am committed to pursuing my 

studies to become a teacher.” 

This is just one success story that emerged from SDPP’s work with schools and communities in 

Cambodia. Over the two years that the schools used the EWS, there were 13% fewer at-risk students 

who dropped out than in the control group schools. SDPP’s research indicated that as many as 4,000 

at-risk students would have dropped out if SDPP had not taken place.  

A BRIGHTER FUTURE
FOR CAMBODIAN STUDENTS



“I go to school regularly and on-time since I received a bicycle from the 

PTA in my community. Before I received the bicycle, I nearly dropped 

out of school since it was very difficult to walk the 7-kilometers of rural 

roads to get to school.”  ~ Soum Rong, student in the Prey Koki Lower 

Secondary School
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Dropping out of school is a problem for education systems globally. When young people do not 

complete their schooling, they are not fully equipped to participate in the social and economic 

development of their households, communities and their countries. It also makes it very difficult, if 

not impossible, for young people to reach their full potential. President Obama eloquently stated that 

dropout is “not just quitting on yourself, it’s quitting on your country.”

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) wanted to find evidence-based ways 

to address the problem of school dropout in Asia, where dropout is growing. The School Dropout 

Prevention Pilot (SDPP) program was an applied research program, implemented from 2010 to 2015 

in Cambodia, India, Tajikistan and Timor-Leste, to identify effective ways to prevent children and youth 

from dropping out of school.

To learn what approaches had been tried before and with what success, a literature review was 

conducted that identified interventions that had been rigorously assessed, were low cost and could be 

adapted for use in developing countries. SDPP also carried out dropout trend, policy and situational 

analyses in each country to better understand the scope, policies, factors and conditions that 

influenced dropout.

With this information, SDPP, in collaboration with Ministries of Education in the four countries, 

designed, piloted and tested context-sensitive approaches that held the promise of reducing dropout 

in primary and secondary school. Two clusters of approaches were developed. First, Early Warning 

Systems were used in each country to identify, monitor and support students at risk of dropping out of 

school. Second, interventions to make school more attractive, relevant and productive for all students, 

especially those at risk of dropping out, were carried out, including enrichment, tutoring and computer 

literacy programs. Using randomized control trials, SDPP collected data to measure the effect on 

dropout and related outcomes from 897 schools, 287,000 student records, 17,000 teacher records, 

41,000 student interviews and 11,000 teacher interviews. 

Following two years of implementation, the impact assessment results showed that SDPP 

interventions had significant impact on dropout or dropout-related behaviors, varying by country, in 

treatment schools which had received the interventions compared to control schools which had not. In 

Cambodia and Timor-Leste, dropout decreased either overall or among sub-groups; in India, Tajikistan 

and Timor-Leste, attendance improved and student engagement increased; and in Cambodia and 

Tajikistan, transition to the next cycle increased. 

The SDPP results can help Ministries of Education, international development organizations, and 

school systems to address dropout. USAID is pleased to share the SDPP programming guides, which 

represent a significant contribution to learning and advancing best practices, models and programs to 

reduce school dropout. The Early Warning System Programming Guide and the Enrichment Program 

Programming Guide present “how-to” guidance on designing and implementing these interventions, 

based on SDPP experience. We urge users to adapt the interventions to their own context. The guide 

is available in Arabic, English, French, Hindi, Khmer, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish, Tajik, Tetum, and 

Urdu and contains a rich digital annex of resources. 

FORWARD
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For the past two decades, children’s access to basic education has been the major focus of national 

and international education development efforts. However, as more children enroll in school, but fail 

to complete it, school dropout has become recognized as a major educational challenge both in 

developed and developing countries. Although the pattern of dropout varies by country, the result 

is the same: increasing numbers of under-educated and unemployable youth. Reducing dropout is 

critical to improving access to basic education. In many countries, which have achieved a high rate of 

enrolment, a large proportion of out-of-school children have previously attended school. 

The School Dropout Prevention Pilot (SDPP) Program was a five-year multi-country program, funded 

by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), to reduce student dropout from primary 

and secondary school. Its objective was to provide evidence-based programming guidance to USAID 

Missions and countries in Asia and the Middle East on student dropout prevention by piloting and 

testing the effectiveness of dropout prevention interventions in four target countries:  Cambodia, India, 

Tajikistan and Timor-Leste.  

The SDPP aimed to advance knowledge on dropout prevention programs through an applied research 

approach. In a three-stage process that began in 2010, it:

1.  Identified best practices in dropout prevention in the U.S. and developing countries; 

2.  Analyzed dropout trends in each of the four SDPP countries to identify those groups, grades and/or 

geographic areas most severely affected by dropout and conducted a situational analysis of the target 

group to understand the risk factors and conditions affecting dropout; and

3.  Designed and implemented interventions to keep at-risk students in school, and rigorously 

assessed the effectiveness and replicability of the pilot project interventions to provide state-of-the-art 

information on what dropout prevention strategies work, using randomized control trials and combining 

quantitative and qualitative methods.

This Early Warning System Programming Guide is based on SDPP’s work on Early Warning Systems 

(EWS) over the course of two school years, from 2012 to 2014. Each year, nearly 60,000 students at 

risk of dropping out were reached with EWS activities and enrichment activities carried out by teachers, 

school directors and communities in 507 treatment schools with SDPP support in Cambodia, India, 

Tajikistan and Timor-Leste. Although each EWS was tailored to fit the individual country context, they 

adhered to a common framework:

•  Identifying at-risk students and vigilant tracking of their attendance, behavior and  coursework;

•  Enhancing the capacity of the school to address at-risk student needs; and

•  Creating and strengthening of partnerships among the school, community and parents of at-risk 

students.

This Guide builds on SDPP’s experiences and lessons about how to structure, develop and implement 

an EWS. It is intended to provide practical guidance to educational planners, program developers and 

implementers who wish to reduce dropout from primary and secondary schools.

SDPP was implemented by Creative Associates International, Inc. with international partners 

Mathematica and School-to-School International, and local partners KAPE (Cambodia), QUEST (India), 

and CARE (Timor-Leste).

PREFACE
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Introduction 
School dropout is a growing problem around 

the world. In many countries, there are more 

children who have dropped out of school than 

who have never enrolled. Research shows that 

rather than being a single event, dropping out 

of school is generally a process that takes place 

over several years. It begins long before the 

child actually drops out of school. Research also 

shows that there are warning signs, based on 

predictors of dropout, that students are at-risk 

of dropping out. Paying attention to and tracking 

these warning signs can help schools identify 

students who are at risk of dropping out and 

provide targeted interventions to prevent them 

from doing so. 

An Early Warning System offers a structured 

process to identify and track students who 

are at risk of dropping out and respond to the 

warning signs. An EWS is a framework that uses 

important predictors of dropout. Consequently, 

an EWS can alert school personnel and parents 

that certain students are at-risk of dropping out. 

An EWS also enables school staff to establish 

early response strategies that can be used to 

support at-risk students in specific ways so that 

they will stay in school. The companion to this 

guide, Enrichment Program Programming Guide 

(found in the Digital Annex at the end of this 

guide), provides information to enable you to 

establish tutoring and extracurricular programs 

that can complement other efforts to help you 

prevent school dropout.

This EWS Programming Guide is based on 

the experience from SDPP activities in four 

pilot countries: Cambodia, India, Tajikistan and 

Timor-Leste. Each of the countries designed 

and implemented an EWS based on the unique 

factors contributing to school dropout in their 

countries. This guide provides step-by-step 

instructions to enable education leaders in your 

country to establish, use, monitor, and sustain 

Early Warning Systems in schools across your 

INTRODUCTION TO 
EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS
The numbers of students who are at risk of dropping out and those who drop out 

are increasing globally. There are similarities in the factors that contribute to students 

dropping out from schools in developing and developed countries. While this is 

a persistent problem, we can take steps to prevent students from dropping out of 

school. This first unit in the Early Warning System Programming Guide introduces the 

issue of school dropout and how an EWS can enable schools and school systems to 

reduce dropout. The introduction also explains who the guide is for, what the guide 

is, how the guide can be used and the basic contents of the guide. The introduction 

ends by introducing the companion Enrichment Program Programming Guide. 
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education system. The guide introduces eight 

steps:

• Step 1: Understanding dropout

• Step 2: Using an EWS

• Step 3: Getting started

• Step 4: Identifying at-risk students 

• Step 5: First response to dropout

• Step 6: Building partnerships 

• Step 7: Preparing schools and communities 

• Step 8: Supporting and sustaining your EWS

Who Is This Guide For?
This programming guide is designed for 

educational planners, program developers and 

implementers who want to prevent students from 

dropping out of school by building and operating 

an EWS. It provides a tested, structured 

framework and illustrative resources. Although 

the guide outlines a process to support at-risk 

students at the school and community level, it is 

not meant for school personnel and community 

members. It provides detailed instructions for 

Ministries of Education, school systems, and 

international and national non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs/NGOs) on how to design 

a country-specific EWS and to train school 

personnel and community leaders to implement 

one in their schools and communities.

What Is This Guide?
This Guide is organized into nine units. Each unit 

provides information about designing, operating 

and monitoring an EWS. Since you are reading 

this Guide you are likely interested in finding ways 

to reduce dropout in your education system 

and are wondering if an EWS will help you 

accomplish this. Each of the units in the Guide 

includes background information, activities, 

questions and practical tips to consider as you 

design, operate and monitor an EWS.

How Can This Guide Be Used?
The Guide includes background information to 

help you understand what you need to form 

your EWS design team, identify your dropout 

predictors and develop school and community-

level tools and first response strategies to 

support at-risk students. It walks you through a 

process that begins with key discussion points 

about school dropout, defining what and why 

an EWS is important, how to build your own 

EWS based on country specific predictors 

of school dropout and finally, how to select 

and train your school and community EWS 

teams. The planning and design tools and 

illustrative examples from the four SDPP pilot 

countries included in this Guide can be used in 

participatory activities. Tips are included in each 

unit based on the good practices and lessons 

from piloting the EWS’s in the four SDPP 

countries.

What Is In This Guide?
The Guide is a comprehensive package with 

copies of planning tools, templates and training 

materials that are available in the digital annex 

found on a DVD and USB drive attached to 

the inside of the back cover and on the SDPP 

website: www.schooldropoutprevention.com. 

These resources include:

• Background information on school dropout;

• Definition of key terms;

• Planning tools;

• Data collection procedures and protocol;

• Training agendas;

• Examples of the SDPP dropout kits;

• Testimonials from SDPP beneficiaries; and

• SDPP videos.

Although you do not need computers or access 

to the internet to implement an EWS, this Guide 

provides suggestions on how to use computers, 

tablets and mobile phones to implement and 

monitor your EWS.
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This programming guide and the companion 

Enrichment Program Programming Guide are 

available in 11 languages:  Arabic, English, 

French, Hindi, Khmer, Portuguese, Russian, 

Spanish, Tajik, Tetum, and Urdu. Copies 

of the guides, all SDPP reports and tools 

are available on the SDPP website: www.

schooldropoutprevention.com.     

SDPP also developed an e-learning portal, 

available at www.DropoutPreventionLab.org, 

which can be accessed through computers, 

tablets and mobile phones, allowing teachers, 

administrators, parents and students interested 

in preventing school dropout the opportunity to 

engage with one another through communities 

of practice and e-learning courses. It will also 

provide access to additional resources relating 

to school dropout, enrichment programs and 

the EWS.

What Is The Companion 
Enrichment Program 
Programming Guide?
The Enrichment Program Programming Guide 

is the companion to this EWS Guide (see digital 

annex). The Enrichment Guide may be used by 

the school dropout prevention team in parallel 

with implementing the EWS. The Enrichment 

Guide can enable schools and education 

systems to establish enrichment programs 

including tutoring and/or extracurricular 

activities as one way to help keep students 

from dropping out. The Enrichment Guide is 

based on experiences from SDPP activities 

in India, Tajikistan and Timor-Leste. Each of 

the countries designed and implemented 

enrichment programs based on the unique 

factors contributing to school dropout in their 

countries. The Guide provides instructions to 

enable educational leaders in your country to 

establish, use, monitor, and sustain enrichment 

programs in schools across your education 

system.

The Enrichment Guide is organized into eight 

units that provide information about designing, 

operating, and monitoring enrichment 

programs. Since you are reading this Guide you 

are likely interested in finding ways to reduce 

dropout in your education system and are 

wondering if an enrichment program will help 

you accomplish this. Each of the units includes 

background information, activities, questions 

and practical tips to consider as you design, 

operate and monitor your enrichment programs. 

A digital copy of the Enrichment Program Guide 

is available in the digital annex at the end of this 

guide.
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Why is dropout important? 
Dropout prevention is a relatively new focus 

of concern in international education. During 

the past two decades attention focused on 

increasing children’s access to school and, more 

recently, on the quality of education,  including 

instruction, materials and  resources to improve 

learning achievement. Recently, the focus has 

shifted to include efforts to prevent dropout 

and repetition.  While research about dropout in 

developing countries does a reasonable job of 

describing students who drop out, there is little 

evidence of successful ways to prevent dropout.

Students drop out of school for different 

reasons. Dropout also occurs at different points 

in their schooling. Regardless of the reasons or 

the timing, the cost of dropping out of school to 

students, families, communities and a country 

are enormous. When students drop out of 

school, Ministries of Education lose the desired 

UNDERSTANDING DROPOUT
Dropout is a global problem. As greater percentages of school-age children enter 

primary and secondary school, greater percentages leave before completing 

their education. Each time a student drops out of school, Ministries of Education, 

families and the students themselves fail to realize a full return on the investment 

they have made. The dropout’s options for employment and livelihood are reduced 

and their ability to contribute to the well-being of their community and country is 

lessened. Dropout may take many forms and be caused by many factors, ranging 

from student characteristics and family situations to the schooling offered and 

community environment. This unit provides a definition of dropout, a framework for 

understanding the factors and conditions that affect dropout, a summary of research 

findings on the causes of dropout, and brief overview of interventions to prevent 

dropout.  

return on their investment educating students 

who do not finish school. Families, which often 

have sacrificed to send their children to school, 

do not reap the full benefit from their investment. 

When students drop out of school, they leave 

without the skills or credentials to maximize 

their productivity, income earning potential and 

employability. When large numbers of students 

drop out of school, their contribution to the well-

being of their communities and society at large 

is lessened.1

Research shows that school dropouts have:

• significantly lower lifetime earnings;

• higher levels of unemployment;

• greater incidence of anti-social behavior, 

including higher crime rates and higher 

incarceration rates;

• higher substance abuse rates;

• poorer health;

• higher incidence of aggressive and violent 

behavior;
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• lower levels of participation in civic activities, 

including voting;

• more incidence of unstable families; and

• lower education rates for their own children.2

The research is very clear. In almost every aspect 

of a person’s life, things are significantly more 

difficult or less rewarding when basic education 

has not been completed. These negative impacts 

can be seen across all regions of the world. The 

global patterns also show that the fewer years of 

schooling a student has and the earlier they drop 

out of school, the greater the negative impacts.

What is Dropout?
Defining what school dropout is and how to 

measure it varies from country to country. In 

some countries, it can also be controversial to 

recognize that dropout even exists. Despite this 

lack of consensus on how to define and measure 

dropout, there are some common definitions that 

frame the discussion. 

A dropout may be defined as: 

• A student who was enrolled at some time 

during the previous school year but who is 

not enrolled in the current school year—a 

between-grade dropout; 

• A student who enrolls at the beginning or 

during the school year, but fails to complete 

it—an in-grade dropout; and 

• A student who completes one cycle of basic 

education (e.g., primary school), but fails to 

enroll in the next cycle (e.g., lower secondary 

school)—a non-transition dropout.3 

An examination of the data on school dropout 

shows that there are temporary and permanent 

school dropout patterns. 

Temporary dropout refers to students who 

have withdrawn from school but are likely to re-

enroll at some point. It includes:

Sporadic Dropout: Students who stop attending 

school because of temporary economic 

needs, illness or other unpredictable events, 

are classified as a short term or “sporadic 

dropout.” This type of dropout is characterized 

by intermittent attendance, being excluded from 

classwork and learning little. 

Event Dropout: “Event dropout” is a response 

to one or more critical events in students’ lives. 

This type of dropout lasts for a longer period. 

It includes family migration or death of one or 

both parents, or other household shocks such 

as chronic sickness and unemployment. Events 

in school can include conflict among students 

and between students and teachers, which can 

result in temporary dropout. 

Although temporary dropout indicates that 

the student will return to school, it may entail 

prolonged periods of withdrawal from school. 

This increases the likelihood of permanent 

dropout, as the returning student is often 

overaged for the grade they attend, is behind 

in lessons, is disengaged from peers and the 

“I am very happy that I have completed 9 years of basic education and…am committed 

to becoming an engineer in the future,” says Em Vibol, a grade 10 student in Banteay 

Meanchey, a northwestern province in Cambodia. A year earlier, Vibol was identified as 

at-risk of dropping out of school by the Early Warning System. His father, Heu Ean, is very 

happy for the support his son received at school to improve his performance.  He shares, 

“Because I only have limited education, I can only find low-skilled work and cannot earn 

much. I want my son to have more opportunities.”

EDUCATION MAKES DREAMING OF A BETTER FUTURE POSSIBLE
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schooling process, and faces greater social 

and economic pressures to leave school for 

marriage or to earn money.

Permanent dropout is when withdrawal 

from school is not followed by re-enrollment, 

regardless of whether dropout occurs as 

in-grade, between-grade or non-transition 

dropout. Dropouts in this category fall into two 

groups – unsettled and settled dropouts: 

“Unsettled dropouts” are generally older children 

who do not attend school and are unlikely to 

return to complete the cycle. The concerns 

these children have about going back to school 

are sufficient to discourage them. They are often 

ashamed at being too old for a given grade and 

having to attend class with younger children, 

and wary of teasing they may be subjected to 

by younger students. They—and their families—

may also question the benefits they would gain 

from going back to school, especially if they 

think their chances of graduating or completing 

the cycle are low.

“Settled dropouts” are those children who 

are established or settled in a livelihood or 

occupation. These children are working with 

their families, employed or learning a trade. 

Their decision not to go back to school is a 

reflection of their perception of the value of 

more education. Children for whom ‘dropout’ 

is permanent are frequently overage when they 

drop out of primary school.4  

Ironically, the success generated by two 

decades of work to increase enrollment 

is accompanied by increased dropout, as 

more vulnerable populations are reached by 

schooling. Recent Education for All (EFA) and 

Millennium Development Goals efforts focused 

on getting all children in school and keeping 

them there are not progressing as well as hoped 

for in the 2000 Dakar EFA summit.  

The 2015 EFA Global Monitoring Report5 finds 

that, although the percentage of children in 

a cohort who reach the last grade of primary 

school has increased overall since 2000, data 

from low and middle income countries suggests 

that the percentage of those who start school 

and finish their educations has hardly changed. 

In fact, primary school completion rates have 

stalled in Sub-Saharan Africa (58%) and in South 

and West Asia (64%). In 32 countries, many in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, 20% of children will drop 

out of school before completing the last grade of 

primary school. Based on a cohort analysis, only 

13 out of 106 countries will have 97% of children 

entering school and reaching the last grade. 

More worrisome is the fact that the trends show 

a more precipitous decline in progress over the 

past four years, due in large part to increasing 

global conflict.6   

What Are the Factors and 
Conditions That Cause Dropout?
A Framework for Understanding Dropout
Research carried out by SDPP underscores that 

a mix of factors, conditions and characteristics 

influence why students drop out of school. These 

factors can be organized into four domains: 

individual, family, school and community. The 

interplay between the four domains highlights 

that students who drop out of school cope with 

multiple factors taking place at multiple levels 

and at different times in their lives.

Underlying these domains are the policies, 

practices and procedures the education systems 

put in place to support educational participation 

or—perversely—militate against it.

1. Individual Domain:

Figure 2A illustrates the individual level or 

characteristics that are unique to each student. 

Although financial issues are among the most 

influential factors in a student’s schooling 

decisions, personal desire and motivation to 

attend school—in part influenced by families 

and schools—are also very important in 

determining whether or not a student stays 

in school. There are multiple factors students 
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face, from household or job responsibilities to 

their attitudes and expectations about what 

they want to accomplish in their lives, that 

are affected by either continuing in school or 

dropping out.

2. Family Domain:

Closely linked to personal factors are those 

influences that happen at the family level. 

Depending on the culture, these influences 

may extend well beyond the nuclear family. 

In most cases, parents make the decisions 

about a child’s schooling. In some cases, other 

family or household members will make the 

decision, particularly in the case of orphans or 

children not living with their closest relatives. 

Nonetheless, the decisions are binding and 

children have little recourse in following a 

different path than the one defined for them by 

their family. 

Figure 2A
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Figure 2B presents how factors related to 

families influence a student’s decision to leave or 

stay in school. 

In some cases families may actually want the 

child to remain in school but pressing financial 

needs lead to them dropping out. Household 

economic status, unemployment, large 

numbers of children to support and educate, 

and destabilizing factors such as single-parent 

households and migration can undermine a 

family’s ability to keep a child in school. In these 

cases, you may see the pattern of temporary 

and sporadic dropout, where the child attends 

for part of the school year until circumstances 

force them out. But once the situation changes 

and things are more favorable for school 

participation, the child re-enrolls in school at a 

later point in the current academic school year. 

Other family factors also can exacerbate the 

likelihood of dropout. There may be no tradition 

or appreciation of the importance of schooling 

in the household. Families may have been 

previously excluded from schooling by virtue of 

ethnicity or caste. They themselves may have 

never attended school or have had little contact 

or low engagement with the school. Even if they 

enroll their children, schooling may not factor 

large in their own life or livelihood. In these 

instances, it is less likely that a child will re-enroll 

in school, even if the opportunity arises.

3. School Domain:

Families are not the only factor that can 

influence schooling decisions. Factors linked 

to schools, as shown in Figure 2C, also can 

significantly influence whether or not a child 

remains in school. School level considerations 

include:

• physical characteristics of the school, 

school safety, and the availability of separate 

bathrooms for girls;

• distance between the school and student 

homes;

• availability of libraries or other 

enhancements;

• level of teacher absenteeism; and

• access to meals at school. 

Families also consider school factors when 

making schooling decisions for their children. 

Some important factors include: 

• Quality and relevance of instruction:  Is the 

quality of teaching adequate and/or does 

it meet parental expectations? Is the child 

mastering the skills the school is expected to 

Figure 2B

FA
M

IL
Y 

D
O

M
A

IN

Family Background Characteristics

Poor/low 
socioeconomic 

status

Ethnic/caste/
language 
minority

Low education 
level of parents

Not living with 
both natural 

parents

Parent 
unemployed

Large number 
of siblings, 

especially under 
5 years of age

Family disruption 
(e.g., divorce, 

death)

High family 
mobility

Family Engagement/Commitment to Education

Sibling has 
dropped out

Low contact 
with school

Little importance 
placed on 
schooling



PAGE 24           UNIT 2

CREATIVE ASSOCIATES INTERNATIONAL

impart? Does the program of studies lead to 

future opportunities—either more schooling 

or earning potential? Is the language of 

instruction a boon or barrier to student 

performance and engagement and is it 

valued or dismissed by parents?

• Supportive, welcoming and safe 

environment:  Is the school a safe place?  

Do teachers treat students with respect 

and kindness? Do teachers treat student 

equally? Are some students ignored or 

belittled? Do teachers beat or abuse 

students? Do other students pose a threat 

to safety or well-being? Are all students 

allowed to participate equally or are some 

excluded due to their ability or their gender, 

caste and ethnicity?

4. Community Domain:

Although a student and his/her family are 

the central players in decision-making about 

dropping out of school, students’ lives are 

embedded in the context of their broader 

community. Figure 2D presents a range of 

community factors influencing decisions to drop 

out of or stay in school. For instance, cultural 

norms can often severely limit opportunities for 

girls or children with disabilities to enroll and 

stay in school. Conflict and crisis environments 

can make attending school difficult and 

even dangerous. Living in remote and rural 

communities can prevent students from 

attending regularly, which may lead to poor 

performance and ultimately force them to drop 

out of school. Other factors include extreme 

seasonal conditions such as flooding and 

landslides, heavy snowfall and ice, or extreme 

heat, which can make commuting to school 

hazardous and at times nearly impossible. 

5. Policies Affecting Dropout:

In addition to the four main domains, one must 

also consider how government policies affect 

decisions on whether or not to drop out of 

school. Policies can either act to mitigate or 

exacerbate dropout.  For example, compulsory 

education—especially if reinforced by 

scholarships or subsidies—can keep students 

in school, while setting the school calendar so 

that it conflicts with harvest time may increase 

student absences that lead to dropout. 

Figure 2C
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COMMUNITY DOMAIN

Figure 2D
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Education policies fall into five main groups (see 

Figure 2E):

• Legal aspects of education set the 

parameters governing schooling, what 

the education system will provide, what 

households are expected to contribute, and 

rules that both schools and students will 

follow.  

• School facilities deal with the physical 

infrastructure, both its placement and 

characteristics. 

• Teacher management addresses how 

teachers are trained, recruited and deployed, 

their professional and instructional behaviors, 

and the curricular policies they carry out. 

• School support services refer to policies/

programs offered to enhance students’ 

participation in school.

• Cultural practices may be addressed by 

government policies or statutes, such as 

legal age of marriage, although they may 

frequently defy government regulation. 

Reasons for Dropout in Developing 
Countries
In developing countries, dropout generally 

occurs in secondary school. Even though the 

vast majority of children in developed countries 

finish secondary school, dropout rates are 

rising, particularly in the United States. Major 

causes of dropout in developed countries tend 

to fall into five categories:

• Life events: Students’ decisions to dropout 

may be caused by things that happen 

outside of school, such as pregnancy, being 

arrested, and needing to work to support 

family members. 

• Lack of Support:  Families that fail to value 

education or hold high aspirations for 

academic success may withhold needed 

financial and emotional support, as well as 

transmit their views about schooling with the 

result that the student does not see purpose 

for staying in school or studying. 

• Fade Outs: Frustration and boredom with 

school or failure to see its relevancy and 

utility cause students to drop out as soon as 

they reach the legal age for leaving school.

• Push Outs: Schools themselves may 

encourage students who are considered 

difficult, dangerous or detrimental to the 

school’s success to leave school in either 

subtle or overt ways, such as arranging for 

transfer to less desirable schools or being 

dropped from the school rolls for excessive 

course failure, absenteeism or being 

overage. 

• Failing to Succeed:  Students who 

experience chronic failure in school for a 

variety of reasons—poor academic support, 

unmet social-emotional needs—may 

ultimately leave school as they fall further 

behind in their studies.7  

Although there are fewer studies that discuss 

the reasons for dropout in developing countries, 

the causes are largely the same, although 

with different levels of intensity. At the primary 

level, research shows that students who are 

low achievers, have repeated a grade, are 

overage, are frequently absent, or come from 

poor families are more likely to drop out. Peer 

influence or family commitment to education, 

other factors associated with school dropout, 

do not appear to be significant factors in 

younger children. But as a student ages or 

moves into higher grades, these and additional 

factors, such as early adult responsibilities and 

family’s engagement with education, become 

more significant.8 

The most commonly-reported factors for 

dropout in poorer countries are a combination 

of student characteristics, family conditions and 

student behaviors. These include:

• Low student achievement; 

• Frequent repetition of grades; 

• High student absenteeism; 

• Students who are overage for their grade;

• Low commitment or lack of interest in school 

by students and parents;

• Disability or frequent illness;

• Low family socio-economic status;
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• Distance between homes and schools; and

• Gender.9

Notably, in developing countries one major 

factor dominates the literature about school 

dropout: student economic/financial status. 

Family poverty drives children to leave school 

prematurely because of the need to work to 

earn money, contribute labor to chores at home 

or in a family business, or inability to pay for 

school-related expenses, such as fees/tuition, 

books/supplies, uniforms, etc. 

Although economic/financial factors may 

be the primary reason for dropping out of 

school for primary and secondary students, 

SDPP research suggests that school-related 

and academic factors also are a significant 

contributing cause for dropout.10 The following 

two graphs (Figure 2F and 2G) present the 

responses from interviews in 2011 with nearly 

2,500 at-risk students and dropouts in the four 

SDPP countries.

While the SDPP studies confirmed economic 

factors as a leading cause of dropout, school 

factors also were cited, including: poor marks, 

failing exams, falling behind in lessons, poor 

instruction, abusive teachers, dislike for school, 

unsafe environment, and being asked to leave. 

The University of Sussex Consortium for 

Research on Access, Transitions and 

Equity published a series of monographs 

investigating school dropout—especially 

transitions to different cycles—and the 

drivers of school dropout in developing 

countries, available online at 

www.create-rpc.org.

FOR FUTURE READING
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How Can We Prevent Dropout?
There have been many attempts to address 

school dropout with varying success. The 2011 

SDPP Review of the Literature on dropout 

interventions groups them into five categories, 

each type addressing a different sort of issue:

• Academic interventions directly address 

student performance issues by enhancing 

the curriculum to better meet student needs, 

providing academic tutoring outside of 

class, or incorporating special classes (e.g., 

computer-assisted learning, problem-solving 

skills).

• Financial interventions attempt to alleviate 

the burden of school costs or make up for 

the opportunity cost of students continuing 

in school rather than helping at home or 

earning money from work.

• Health interventions are based on the 

assumption that children cannot learn 

optimally if they are struggling with health 

issues that reduce their ability to concentrate 

or cause absenteeism, so they may provide 

vaccinations, deworming, or food for 

children.

DROPOUTS
Children’s Most Common Reasons for Dropping Out
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• Personal/social interventions address 

attitudes, values, or personal situations 

that are getting in the way of learning by 

using techniques such as intensive case 

management, counseling, peer discussion 

groups, family outreach, internship 

programs, or mentoring by school staff.

• Structural interventions change policies that 

seem to interfere with students attending, 

progressing, or completing school, instituting 

such policies as flexible school schedules 

to accommodate distance to school or 

the growing season, automatic promotion, 

requiring the use of the children’s mother 

tongue as the language of instruction 

in primary school, or empowering a 

parent-teacher group to check on school 

attendance and quality.

Table 2H11 provides examples of interventions 

according to the type of intervention and the 

dropout risk factors it addresses.

Although some of the interventions reviewed 

reported moderate success in reducing 

dropout—or more often, dropout-related 
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behaviors such as attendance – few of 

the interventions were rigorously tested or 

evaluated, so their impact is not empirically 

substantiated. This is particularly true of 

interventions that have been implemented in 

developing countries. 

Nonetheless, some general observations can be 

made.  

• Since dropout is often caused by multiple 

and inter-related factors, the more promising 

programs seem to be those that use a mix 

of interventions from the different intervention 

categories to address the different domains 

of risk.

• Programs may aim at high-risk groups of 

children—such as girls or children from 

low-caste families—but the interventions 

themselves must target the actual conditions 

or behaviors that affect dropout, such as 

inability to pay for school expenses or poor 

attendance.

• Since dropping out of school is a process, 

not a single event, and takes place over a 

length of time that can start very early in a 

student’s schooling experience, the earlier 

actions to address it are put in place in the 

targeted grades, the greater the likelihood 

interventions will succeed and the student 

will remain in school.

• Addressing economic causes of school 

dropout can be effective, using financial 

interventions. Cash transfer, subsidy and 

scholarship programs generally had positive 

DOMAIN OF THE RISK FACTOR TYPE OF INTERVENTION EXAMPLES

Table 2H

Individual:

Individual background characteristics Academic 
Health
Personal/social

Tutoring for girls 
Deworming 
Advocacy for child with disability

Early adult responsibilities Financial 
Structural

Scholarships 
Child care at school

Social attitudes, values & behavior Personal/social Mentoring

School performance Academic Two years of curriculum in one 
calendar year

School engagement Financial 
Personal/social

Cash transfer 
Counseling 

School behavior

Family:

Personal/social Intensive case management  

Family background characteristics Adult literacy program
Food for families
Referrals to services

Academic 
Health 
Personal/social

Family engagement in education Strengthen PTAPersonal/social

Structure Improve school facilitiesStructural

Functioning Teach in child’s mother tongueStructural

No matched intervention; factors should be accepted as the context for any intervention 

School:

Community:
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results on attendance and retention. They 

are, however, costly and often require 

external funding. 

• Although less likely to have been rigorously 

assessed, various academic and personal/

social interventions showed some promise 

in addressing dropout related issues and 

reducing dropout. Academic support 

includes direct instruction; tutoring outside 

of class, enrichment activities and the use 

of more interactive and participatory, child- 

friendly teaching strategies. It also includes 

the use of a case management approach 

to enhance the learning experience in the 

classroom. Personal/social support works 

on improving the attitudes of students, their 

parents/guardians and school personnel.  

Some of these interventions can be very 

low-resource and low-cost, making them 

quite attractive options when resources for 

dropout interventions are constrained.

In the following units, we will present the EWS 

which has shown considerable promise for 

keeping students in school.  
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Many factors create challenges for students in isolated rural schools in Timor-Leste to maintain their 

attendance and continue their education. Despite being hardworking and receiving good grades, 

Bernardina* felt obliged to stop attending school because she felt embarrassed about being overage 

for her class.

SDPP’s Early Warning and System contributed to an early awareness of her situation and people at the 

school encouraged her to reconsider her decision. Her teacher, Juliana de Deus, gave the first level of 

support: “I saw that during the Extracurricular Activities, Bernardina was always hard-working with her 

friends. I always encouraged and supported her to study hard and stay in school.”

Members of the Community Group that works with the school to reduce student dropout—a group 

which includes her own father—worked at a second level. Bernardina’s father, Agostinho, notes how 

collective action can bring positive results:

“I was very sad because I myself am a Community Group member, but I worked with the teachers and 

other volunteers to find a solution.”

Bernardina herself admits that she felt sad at missing the school activities, and the benefits they 

brought her: “When I watched from my house as all my friends were going to school, I felt sad and 

decided that I needed to try again. I asked my teacher to explain the work that I had missed, and 

looked out for friends who could help me to catch up.”

This collaborative and concerted approach worked. Bernardina returned to school, passed 6th grade 

and has advanced to pre-secondary school. This success came at a point in time when she could 

easily have abandoned education for good. She now expresses her hopes simply:  “I want to continue 

to study, to go to university, and to become a police officer.”

* Not her real name. Minors are not identified in public reports as part of the child protection policy.

EARLY WARNING SYSTEM: A SCHOOL-COMMUNITY 
APPROACH TO DROPOUT PREVENTION
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An EWS uses a framework and structured 

process enabling school personnel to easily 

identify students-at risk of dropping out of 

school and provides a set of first response 

strategies to support at-risk students to prevent 

them from leaving school. 

The four countries participating in the SDPP 

Program each developed an EWS that was 

tailored to their country. Although the basic 

framework and process to build and implement 

it were the same, each country designed an 

EWS that responded to the unique factors 

affecting school dropout in their country. Across 

the four countries the targeted grades were 

different, some of the factors affecting school 

dropout were different, and the support activities 

were different. But the outcome was the same: 

the EWS enabled school personnel to quickly 

identify students who were at-risk of dropping 

out and act—in partnership with parents and 

the community—to provide support to keep 

them in school. 

WHAT IS AN EWS AND WHEN TO USE IT
Dropping out of school is a process that takes place over time. It is seldom caused 

by a single event. Students exhibit warning signs that they are having problems that 

may lead to dropout. An Early Warning System uses a framework to capture negative 

patterns of behavior—absenteeism, disengaged or disruptive behavior, weak 

academic performance—that put students in danger of dropping out and a process 

that triggers activities to support at-risk students and halt the course of dropout. An 

EWS is implemented at the school by school personnel, families and communities 

working together. Unit 3 introduces you to an EWS, explains what it is (and what it is 

not), and addresses whether you need one and when to use it. It guides you through 

the different components of an EWS and the types of information you will need to 

collect to design your EWS.

In this unit we introduce you to the basics of an 

EWS. We share the process used to develop the 

EWS in each country. And finally, we explain how 

to use the basic EWS framework to design an 

EWS that effectively responds to school dropout 

in your country.

What is the Purpose of an EWS?
An EWS is a system designed to reduce dropout 

that is implemented at the school in partnership 

with parents and community members, with 

oversight by the local education authorities of 

the Ministry of Education. It is both a framework 

and process that uses information and resources 

readily available in schools and communities to 

identify and support students at-risk of dropping 

out of school. 

An EWS is relatively low-cost and doable 

because it: 

• does not require special equipment or high 
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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.

At the core of an EWS are the predictors used 

to identify at-risk students. Central to the 

success of an EWS is the committed effort on 

the part of school personnel to monitor and 

track indicators linked to these predictors to 

create a safety net for at-risk students. An 

EWS also recognizes that it is not the sole 

responsibility of the school to prevent school 

dropout. It demands a concerted effort on 

the part of families, schools and communities 

working together.  

Dropping out of school is most often a process 

that takes place gradually over time. Students 

exhibit warning signs along the way that 

indicate they are having problems that may 

lead them to drop out of school. Often at-risk 

students—frequently absent, under-performing, 

and non-participatory—become invisible, 

unnoticed in the classroom by their teachers 

and other students. Sometimes at-risk students 

become intolerable to teachers and classmates, 

exhibiting hostile and aggressive behavior that 

leads to punishment, discouragement about 

continuing in school, isolation or even expulsion. 

In any case, the student ultimately fails and 

leaves school. 

A dropout prevention EWS uses these 

warning signs—identifiable patterns of student 

behavior such as increasing absenteeism, poor 

performance, lack of interest, disengagement 

and bad behavior—as predictors to identify 

at-risk students. Once at-risk students are 

identified, the EWS enables school personnel, 

families and communities to trigger support 

activities early enough to change the course of 

dropout the students are on. 

What is an EWS?
Most Early Warning Systems are characterized 

by the following features: 

• predictors that contribute to school dropout;

• rapid identification of students at risk of 

dropping out of school that triggers system 

actions;

• a set of first response strategies (FRS) to 

support at-risk students;

• continuous monitoring of at-risk students;

• outreach to parents/guardians as partners in 

the process of keeping children in school; and

• community mobilization to increase 

awareness and rally support to at-risk 

students.

An EWS consists of three major components 

carried out by the school and community. Other 

than the first component, the actions are not 

implemented in a linear fashion the first to the 

next; indeed, to be most effective, they are 

carried out simultaneously. These components 

are discussed below.

Component 1: Identifying at-risk students
This component consists of populating a 

framework that uses indicators to quickly identify 

students that exhibit warning signs that they may 

drop out. The framework uses a rubric with the 

score of 0-2 for each indicator to define low to 

high risk levels for school dropout.

The first component of an EWS consists of three 

actions.

• Action 1: Identify the predictors that are 

warning signs that students are at-risk and 

populate the framework. 

• Action 2: Define or calibrate the risk levels for 

each indicator indicating whether the student 

is at low (0), medium (1) or high risk (2) for 

dropping out of school.

• Action 3:  Score each student in a classroom 

at the beginning of the academic school year. 

Then rank the students based on their scores 

to established students with low, medium and 

high risk levels. (The numerical range of the 

score depends on the number of indicators.)



WHAT IS AN EWS AND WHEN TO USE IT          PAGE 35

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

Who is involved in implementing Component 1?

Depending on the scope of application of the 

EWS, a single set of predictors can be defined by 

the EWS managers—whether they are a project, 

groups of schools, or an education system—

based on information about the factors affecting 

dropout and feedback from stakeholders.

Student identification actions take place at 

the schools. Classroom teachers—generally 

homeroom teachers responsible for taking 

attendance—score and rank the students 

in their classrooms and participate in case 

management meetings. Subject area teachers 

provide information used to track at-risk students 

and participate in case management meetings, 

as needed. School directors or deputy directors 

set the date to score and rank all students in the 

target grade(s) in the school, and schedule and 

participate in case management meetings. They 

also oversee the process of implementing the 

EWS and ensure that all necessary actions are 

done regularly and properly. They provide quality 

control.

Why is Component 1 of an EWS important? 

Scoring and ranking the students at the 

beginning of the year allows school personnel 

to identify students who are exhibiting the key 

warning signs of dropout. Identifying them at 

the beginning of the school year means at-risk 

students can be provided with the necessary 

support to enhance their performance, monitor 

their engagement and follow their attendance 

patterns early in the school year before the 

problem worsens. This increases the likelihood 

that the students will successfully complete the 

grade. When school personnel work together 

to provide support to at-risk students it is less 

likely that an at-risk student will fall between the 

cracks.

Component 2: First Response Strategies 
The second component of an EWS—first 

response strategies (FRS)—consists of four 

actions.

• Action 1: Track and monitor the predictors 

EWS predictors are the warning signs 

of dropout. There are many factors 

associated with dropout, but a good 

predictor should meet these criteria:

• student behaviors that form 

patterns such as attendance,  

performance, or comportment which 

are the first observable manifestations 

of the causes and factors affecting 

dropout. 

• actionable—in other words 

something can be done about it 

to change behaviors and leverage 

change in underlying causes.

• easily measurable—information 

about a student that can be easily 

tracked over time by teachers at the 

school level.

• provides frequent, regular and 

consistent information about a 

student.

Predictors of dropout should 

not be confused with ascriptive 

(gender, race, ethnicity, caste, etc.) 

characteristics of students who 

frequently drop-out, such as girls, 

children from poor households, 

or low caste families. While these 

students may become a focus of 

a dropout program, not all will 

drop out of school. Instead, it is the 

observable behavior and practices 

of the individual student that predict 

dropout.

WHAT IS A GOOD 
PREDICTOR?
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or warning sign indicators (e.g., attendance, 

grades, behavior reports, etc.) for each at-risk 

student over the course of the school year.

• Action 2: Implement child-friendly teaching 

and learning strategies in the classroom 

to create a more supportive and inclusive 

learning environment for all students, with 

special attention to the needs of at-risk 

students.

• Action 3: Communicate with parents/

guardians about the attendance, 

performance, and behavior of their children. 

This communication progresses from phone 

calls to written messages (with icons for 

parents who cannot read) using notes/

postcards/letters to eventually a home visit. 

Home visits also provide an opportunity to 

learn more about what is happening with 

the student and solicit parent/guardian input 

about what can be done to change the 

situation.

• Action 4: Host monthly Case Management 

(CM) meetings, involving key teachers 

and the school director/deputy director to 

strategize about what can be done to support 

the at-risk students. CM meetings uses the 

information being tracked and monitored to 

inform the meeting and help the participants 

gain a more holistic understanding of what is 

happening with each at-risk student and what 

can be done to better support the student.

Who is involved in implementing 

Component 2?  The first response strategies 

are activities that are initiated as soon as at-

risk students are identified in Component 1. 

Although many of the FRS actions are carried 

out by the classroom or homeroom teachers, 

all the teachers in a school are expected to use 

teaching and learning methods that are suited 

to the needs of at-risk students. All teachers 

should participate in CM meetings as needed. 

Classroom/homeroom teachers should be 

supported by the school director/deputy school 

director to communicate with parents and make 

or arrange for home visits.

Why is this Component 2 of an EWS 

important?  Research demonstrates that 

when teachers come together to plan how to 

support struggling students, positive changes in 

student attendance, behavior and performance 

is more likely.  Meeting just once every month 

to discuss what is happening with each at-risk 

student can make a significant difference in 

how students are treated and how they react. 

To be effective, though, the discussions must 

be framed on accurate and current information 

about the at-risk student, which is collated by 

the classroom/homeroom teacher. CM meetings 

must also focus on actions to support the 

student. Information is then communicated to 

the parents/guardians to make sure they are 

aware of what is happening and to solicit their 

support for their children.1

We know that families are the linchpin to 

a child’s schooling. They play a key role in 

decisions to stay in or leave school. Activities 

also take place in the home that can support or 

militate against how well students do in school 

and whether they attend, enjoy and remain in 

school. Strengthening the partnership between 

The Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) 

at Prey Koki Lower Secondary School 

has become an active player in 

preventing school dropout after the 

school began implementing the EWS. 

Suos Sen, Prey Koki’s Deputy Director 

explains:  “A number of students 

have come back to school; attending 

regularly after frequent absences…

following home visits by community 

and PTA members. They live in the 

community so they understand about 

the students in their community.”

PTAs ARE KEY TO SUCCESS
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schools and families is central to any support 

system for at-risk students.

Component 3: Community Engagement
The third component—Community 

Engagement—consists of four actions.

• Action 1: Form Stay-in-School Committees 

that can carry out advocacy and awareness 

campaigns about the importance of school 

dropout and what can be done to prevent it, 

as well as support some FRS activities.

• Action 2: Engage in outreach activities such 

as community meetings, including open 

houses, and voice mail messages, to raise 

parental awareness about dropout and build 

linkages to the school.

• Action 3: Identify and collaborate with 

community groups (e.g., SMCs, PTAs, 

village councils, NGOs/CBOs, and local 

businesses) to provide support services for 

at-risk students and leverage support for 

activities to mitigate school dropout in their 

community.

• Action 4: Engage in activities that foster a 

culture of accountability for the effective 

implementation of the EWS (school 

personnel, families, and community 

members). 

Who is involved in implementing Component 

3 of an EWS?  This component focuses on 

strengthening the partnership among school 

personnel, families and the broader community. 

Initially, the community partnership is forged 

between school personnel and community 

leaders. However, who becomes involved 

in these activities may evolve over time as 

community groups, including parents, become 

more engaged in advocacy, monitoring and 

support activities.

Why is Component 3 of an EWS important?

Mitigating school dropout is not the sole 

responsibility of the family nor the school. 

Because school dropout has a far reaching 

impact in the community, addressing the 

problem must involve the broader community. 

Different stakeholders have varying reasons for 

getting involved. They bring not only a different 

perspective on how to address dropout issues, 

but also influence, manpower and resources. 

Ultimately, effective measures to reduce school 

dropout demand that a full partnership with all 

stakeholders be forged.2 

How do You Know if You Need 
an EWS?
Many countries struggle to keep all students in 

school, yet the numbers of students who drop 

out are growing. Despite the alarming statistics, 

there often is little knowledge about the size or 

dimensions of the dropout problem.

The process of designing an EWS serves as 

a powerful force in fostering dialogue about 

what school dropout is, what the level of 

school dropout is, and what the factors are that 

lead to school dropout. This dialogue forces 

the question “What is the extent and nature 

of school dropout in my country/region or 

community?”  

Three questions should be answered:

1. Is there school dropout in your country?

2. Are there policies and practices that militate 

against keeping students in school?

3. Are there attitudes and behaviors in the 

school, home and community that contribute 

to school dropout?

The answers to these questions can usually 

be found using data and information that is 

available in existing records and from your 

schools. Gathering and collectively analyzing 

the data will highlight the extent of dropout 

and contextual factors that impact students’ 

decisions to leave school. That process also 

serves as the framework to make decisions on 

interventions and strategies to support at-risk 

students.
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It is important to understand what an EWS is. It is equally important to understand what an 

EWS is NOT. Some individuals, especially school personnel, may be hesitant to use an EWS 

based on misunderstanding its purpose.  

An EWS is not meant to:

• Rank students to identify those that are the smartest or most capable.

• Identify students to shame them or their families.

• Stigmatize students identified as “at-risk.” Names matter! Call them a focus child (as SDPP 

did in India) or something that doesn’t negatively label them.

• Identify parents/guardians who are not doing a “good job.”

• Evaluate the performance of the school personnel.

• Provide information to ministry officials to monitor or identify schools that are not “doing 

a good job.”

• Add unnecessary work to school personnel or parents/guardians.

• Bring students back to school who have already dropped out.

WHAT AN EWS IS NOT

How to Collect the Data and 
Information You Will Need to 
Design an EWS
The problem of school dropout is not something 

that happens solely at the school. It cannot 

be understood in isolation. There are always 

contextual factors that contribute to the decision 

to drop out. Early school withdrawal is based on 

a complex interplay among the student, family, 

school, and community. In order to understand 

the problem with school dropout in your country 

you must take this complex relationship into 

consideration. There are several activities you 

can do to help you better understand the 

degree of school dropout in your country. Three 

types of analyses are important:  1) a dropout 

trend analysis, 2) a policy analysis and 3) a 

situational analysis of the factors and conditions 

affecting dropout.

Trend Analysis
An analysis of dropout trends can reveal 

whether dropout is a problem in your country or 

region and identify the geographic location and 

populations most acutely affected by dropout. 

It can also be used to identify the cycle and 

grade(s) where school dropout is most acute. 

A trend analysis is intended to answer the 

following questions:

• What is the dropout rate nationally? 

• Which cycle has the highest dropout?

• Which grades have the highest dropout?

• Which geographic areas have the highest 

dropout?

• Which population groups (sex, ethnicity, 

language and religious groups) suffer most 

acutely from dropout? 

In a trend analysis you examine your country’s 

educational performance, using 20 indicators 

divided into four clusters: primary indicators, 

dropout “predictors”, contextual indicators for 

students, and education supply indicators. 

Generally, you can obtain this information 

from national education information systems, 
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although data on all 20 indicators may not be 

available or disaggregated for optimal analysis. 

You then compare, contrast and composite rank 

the indicators to determine where dropout is 

most prevalent. Table 3A lists the 20 indicators 

which are sorted into four groups for the 

composite ranking.

Policy Analysis
Policies—and the programs they engender—

can play an important role on decisions to leave 

school. Ironically, policies do not always mitigate 

school dropout. Unfortunately, in some cases, 

the policies may unintentionally make it worse. 

To better understand the relationship between 

school dropout and educational policies, you 

INDICATORS TO CONDUCT A TREND ANALYSIS

Table 3A3

1 Enrollment by grade 
and cycle

Absolute number of students enrolled in the grade and cycle.

# Indicator Definition

2 Dropout rate by 
grade and cycle

Proportion of students from a cohort enrolled in a given grade at 
a given school year who are no longer enrolled in the following 
school.

3 Promotion rate by 
grade and cycle

Proportion of students from a cohort enrolled in a given grade who 
study in the next grade in the following school year. 

4 Survival rate by 
cycle

Percentage of a cohort of students enrolled in the first grade of a 
given cycle who are expected to reach successive grades.

5 Transition rate from 
cycle to cycle

Number of students admitted to the first grade of a higher level of 
education in a given school year expressed as a percentage of the 
number of students enrolled in the final grade of the lower level in 
the previous year. 

6 Age specific 
enrollment rate by 
cycle and/or grade

Enrollment of a specific single age enrolled, irrespective of the level 
of education, as a percentage of the population of the same age.

7 Repetition rate by 
grade and cycle

Proportion of pupils from a cohort enrolled in a given grade at a 
given school year who study in the same grade in the following 
school year.

8 Completion rate by 
cycle

Ratio of the total number of students successfully completing or 
graduating from the last year of primary school in a given year 
to the total number of children of official graduation age in the 
population.

10 Net enrollment rate 
by cycle

Enrollment of the official age group for a given level of education 
expressed as a percentage of the corresponding population.

Continued

Group A: Primary Indicator

Group B: Indicators of Dropout “Predictors”

9 Gross enrollment 
ratio by cycle

Total enrollment in a specific level of education, regardless of 
age, expressed as a percentage of the eligible official school-age 
population corresponding to the same level of education in a given 
school year.

Group C: Contextual Indicators for Students
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INDICATORS TO CONDUCT A TREND ANALYSIS

Table 3A - Continued

# Indicator Definition

15 Schools by cycle 
and provider

Number of schools.

16 Teachers by cycle 
and provider

Number of teachers.

17 Pupils/teacher ratio 
by cycle

Average number of students per teacher at a specific level of 
education in a given school year. 

11 First grade intake 
rate (net)

New entrants in the first grade of primary education who are of 
official primary school entrance age expressed as a percentage of 
the population of the same age. 

12 Out-of-school 
children 

Children in the official primary school age range who are not 
enrolled in either primary or secondary schools.

13 Youth literacy rate Number of people aged 15 to 24 years, who can read, write and 
understand a short simple statement on their everyday life divided 
by the population in that age group.

Group C: Contextual Indicators for Students

Group B: Indicators of Dropout “Predictors”

can conduct an inventory of your country’s 

policies and related programs to learn how 

they may influence decisions to drop out of 

school. This can often be done by reviewing 

documentation and secondary sources of 

information, such as sector analyses, country 

strategies, etc. The inventory of a country’s 

policies and programs not only establishes 

an education context but it also provides 

information that can be useful when making 

decisions about interventions to support at-risk 

students. 

14 Gender parity index 
by cycle 

Ratio of female:male for a given indicator.

18 Pupils/classroom 
by cycle

Average number of students per classroom at a specific level of 
education in a given school year.

19 Textbooks/Pupil by 
cycle

Average number of textbooks per student at a specific level of 
education in a given school year.

20 Distance to school Average distance to school in kilometers.

In general, policies cover the legal context 

of education (e.g., requirements for free and 

compulsory education, services for at-risk 

children and girls, school calendar and class 

sizes), school facilities (e.g., accessibility and 

female-friendly), teacher recruitment, training, 

and behavior in the classroom (e.g., special 

recruitment of minorities or women, use of 

mother tongue), support services offered at 

the school in addition to basic education (e.g., 

bridge courses, health services, meals), and 

cultural practices that may lead to dropout 

(e.g., early marriage). (See Unit 2 for a more 

comprehensive list of policies that affect school 

dropout.) 



WHAT IS AN EWS AND WHEN TO USE IT          PAGE 41

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

TIP:  LEARNING ABOUT POLICIES WHEN 
REPORTS ARE NOT AVAILABLE
When formal reports or papers about policies and programs are unavailable, you 

can meet with ministry officials, funding or implementing agency officials, and local 

education specialists to discuss what the policies and program are in your country. 

However, it is important to note that often policies are tacitly agreed upon (i.e., 

practices) and—in some cases, there may be reluctance to discuss them openly.

Situational Analysis
A situational analysis provides a comprehensive 

approach to examine the factors and conditions 

that cause school dropout. As discussed earlier, 

these factors fall into multiple domains—child, 

family, school, and community—that interact 

with each other. Underlying all these “domains 

of influence” are policies at the local and 

national levels. Together, the policy environment 

and the factors and conditions of the child, 

family, school and community domains produce 

the dynamics of school dropout. 

Figure 3B presents the conceptual framework 

used for SDPP. It shows the four domains and 

their contents, illustrating the potential factors 

that may influence dropout in your country, 

region or locale. The figure shows how each 

domain builds on the previous, increasingly 

adding more complexity to the decision to 

stay in school or leave. Consequently, efforts 

to mitigate school dropout may mean that 

you must address several factors in multiple 

domains. The situational analysis you conduct 

should give you an idea of how strong a role the 

various factors may be in the decision to drop 

out. 

The textbox (“A Dropout in the Making: What 

would you do?”) illustrates how complex 

droput is in the life of a child. This tightly-woven 

tapestry of factors and situations is one of the 
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Figure 3B4
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Consider this:

A sixteen year old boy—the oldest child in his family—wants to continue with his lower 

secondary schooling. He is now in Grade 8. Despite an unstable home enviroment 

caused by frequent migration for his father’s work, he’s tries to do well on his school 

work, but isn’t a strong student. He isn’t failing, he doesn’t disrupt class, but he seldom 

volunteers questions or answers in class. His teachers don’t pay much attention to him. 

He doesn’t have time to hang out with his classmates; besides he doesn’t know them 

well because his family has moved so often. Although the family believes education is 

desirable, pressing financial need and the necessity for him to help with chores at home 

and seasonal work during planting and harvest seasons, force them to make the decision 

that he must stop attending school for a while. He hopes that he will be able to return 

later in the school year, but his frequent and prolonged absences have put him behind 

in his studies and he fears he may have to repeat yet another grade. He is now one of the 

olderst students in his grade.

Reflect and answer:

• Which factors or influences do you think are the most critical for this student?  

• What do you think the predictors of dropout would be for an EWS, given what you 
know about them? (hint: behaviors, actionable, easily measurable)

• In which domain would you focus your support?

• What types of first response strategies would you suggest? 

A DROPOUT IN THE MAKING: WHAT WOULD YOU DO?

primary reasons why an EWS design team must 

explore different kinds of data about education 

and schooling experiences. They must examine 

school dropout at different cycles and grades 

too since reasons for dropping out of school 

may change as a student grows older. Keep 

in mind, many of these contextual factors may 

vary dramatically from one region to the next. 

They may even vary by community. Given this, 

how will you accommodate the variation you 

find in the design of your EWS?

The following two posters present an overview 

of the EWS developed in two SDPP countries. 

The first example, Figure 3C, comes from India’s 

Anandshala (Place for Joyful Learning) program. 

The second example, Figure 3D, comes from 

Cambodia. As you can see, both Early Warning 

Systems use the same framework and process 

to help schools and communities support 

children who are at-risk of dropping out.

In the next unit we will show you how to create 

your EWS. We will walk you through each step 

to examine the predictors, select your indicators 

and establish risk levels and thresholds.
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Figure 3C
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Figure 3D
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Savita is model student who gets good marks and regularly attends classes in UM School Bhojpur in 

Sarairanjan, Samastipur district in Bihar. But that’s not how she always was.

As the youngest among her seven siblings and the only daughter left at home, Savita was responsible 

for feeding the cattle and cooking for the family. With her father working outside the village and her 

mother working outside the home, Savita often missed school in order to keep up with the house 

work. 

What bothered her most was that at age 14, she was much older than her Grade 5 classmates. She 

felt self-conscious and would sit in a corner at school, away from others, halfheartedly doing her 

lessons. The combination of work demands at home and demoralization at school resulted in falling 

grades and poor attendance.

When the Early Warning System was introduced in her school, Savita was identified as a “focus 

child”—at risk of dropping out—due to her poor attendance and school work. This triggered actions 

intended to help her complete primary school.  First, her teachers and local community “champions” 

visited her mother to learn more about Savita’s situation at home. During the visit they discussed 

Savita’s housework obligations with her mother. After much convincing, Savita’s mother agreed to send 

EWS’s “TRACK AND TRIGGER” APPROACH 
INCREASES STUDENT’S CHANCE AT SUCCESS



her to school regularly on the condition that she would still help with the house work, according to a 

schedule they worked out.   They left a simple attendance journal that Savita and her mother could fill 

out together.

Next, Savita’s teachers monitored her attendance, behavior and class performance in school and paid 

special attention to how she was doing. Teachers placed Savita at the front of the room, invited her 

into class discussions, and encouraged her to interact with her classmates. They also invited Savita 

to participate in the extracurricular activities, giving her special responsibilities such as distributing and 

collecting materials after every session.

Soon, Savita gained confidence to participate more in class, which eventually led to overcoming her 

inhibitions about being overage. Her attendance became regular, her schoolwork improved, and she 

even started participating in the sports activities offered after class.

While Savita was being monitored and encouraged at school, a teacher and Community Champion 

continued to visit her home to make sure that her parents were engaged in Savita’s education and 

aware of her progress. Savita and her mother attended an open house at the school, where Savita’s 

art and classwork were on display. That day, the school presented Savita with a gift for showing 

the courage to participate in class and making an effort to attend school regularly. This gesture of 

appreciation from her school not only encouraged Savita, but filled her mother with great pride. She 

became an example for the school and her community.

Now Savita is in sixth grade and attends school regularly.
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In Unit 3, we presented an overview of an 

EWS—what it is, what it is not and when it is 

needed. You learned that an EWS is both a 

framework and a process that enables school 

personnel to quickly identify at-risk students 

to trigger First Response Strategies and family 

and community support to keep all students in 

school.

In Unit 4, we provide guidance on how to build 

your EWS. To do this, you will need:

• a team of 4-8 people who are well informed 

about education in your country; 

• access to data about education in your 

country or region; and 

• a computer and access to the internet. 

(Note: You can build your EWS without a 

computer or access to the internet, however 

using a computer with access to the internet 

can make this process easier. You do not 

need a computer or the internet at the 

school level to implement an EWS.) 

The process of building your EWS should take 

one to four weeks to review the data, identify 

the predictors or drivers of school dropout 

and create the specific indicators to track the 

at-risk students, and define your rubrics and 

GETTING STARTED
To launch the design of your Early Warning System you need to put together your 

EWS design team, develop a thorough understanding of dropout in your geographic 

area, and “sell” the idea to the schools you plan to work with. This unit starts by 

guiding you through the selection and orientation of your team. It then discusses 

and provides tips on the various analyses you will need to conduct for your design. 

It concludes with guidance on how to introduce your EWS to education authorities, 

school personnel and community members.    

calibrate them for risk levels. Your team will also 

need to develop the first response strategies and 

propose potential activities community leaders 

can engage in to support at-risk students.

Creating Your EWS Design Team
The first step to build an EWS is to select a 

group of 4-8 people who will be your EWS 

design team. Their task is to gather and review 

data and studies about schooling to better 

understand school dropout in your country or 

region. Some of the team members should be 

people who bring experience working with and 

analyzing quantitative and qualitative data. 

An EWS team has eight primary tasks. 

1. Collect and review dropout trend data that 

provides information about enrollment, 

retention and participation in your country.

2. Use the data to identify the locations, cycles 

and grades where dropout is the most acute 

or understand its dimensions in the area 

where you are working.

3. Use policy and situational analyses 

information and data to identify major factors 

driving school dropout in the targeted 



PAGE 50          UNIT 4

CREATIVE ASSOCIATES INTERNATIONAL

locations, cycles and grades.

4. Develop 4-6 indicators (we recommend 6) 

that are good predictors of school dropout. 

(Remember, a good predictor is a behavior 

that presents a pattern that can be easily, 

quickly and consistently measured. It must 

also be something that can change—in 

other words, it is actionable.)

5. Create a rubric (standard of performance) for 

each indicator.

6. Calibrate each rubric for risk levels from 0-2. 

7. Create first response strategies to support 

at-risk students. 

8. Create a menu of potential actions to 

mobilize communities to create awareness, 

advocate for staying in school and provide 

support to keep students in school.

Building and implementing an EWS should be a 

collaborative activity with other key stakeholders 

who work in education. Including others in the 

design process is very important. You need to 

consider the following:

1. How do you engage the Ministry? There 

are many benefits from their involvement. It 

is particularly important to build their sense 

of ownership from the onset since they will 

ultimately be responsible for implementing, 

scaling-up and sustaining an EWS. However, 

their involvement may require going through an 

approval process that can take time. Be sure to 

allow sufficient time to ensure their participation 

and to gain Ministry permission to work in 

government schools.

2. What roles will other groups working in 

education play? Do you need their financial or 

political support? Do you need their manpower 

to build, implement and monitor an EWS? Are 

there groups working in geographic locations (in 

which you are not) that you would like to include 

in the EWS? Are there teacher professional 

organizations or unions that should have a voice 

in this process?

3. Are there educational committees working 

in your country—such as an Education for All 

(EFA) or Global Partnership for Education (GPE) 

committee—whose support and participation 

would be beneficial? Keep in mind that these 

groups often help set policies and establish 

programs that are likely to affect dropout in 

some way. Their participation can help create 

a conducive environment for your EWS, either 

through supportive policies or programs that 

include its principles and procedures.

4. Are there individuals who might be helpful 

in analyzing or interpreting the data? For 

example, Ministry of Education staff involved 

in planning, preparing teachers or supervising 

schools can provide insights into the data, and 

provide advice on existing school practices and 

procedures on which the EWS can build. They 

may also be useful for disseminating information 

about an EWS to a broader audience. 

5. Are there individuals who work in the sector 

who can bring recognition and credibility to the 

task? Although you do not want the participation 

of those who might derail the process with their 

own agenda, individuals already recognized as 

experts bring a great deal of credibility to what 

you are trying to do. For instance, they have 

contacts with people who might be helpful in 

navigating permissions or who can offer help 

during the implementation process. 

6. Do you want to include school personnel 

in the development process? They bring 

experience to the discussion that can validate 

the EWS design. They are also invaluable when 

discussing what is feasible and doable at the 

school and community level. If you involve them, 

it is important to structure their participation in 

such a way that they do not feel intimidated or 

threatened by other team members. This can be 

particularly sensitive if there are other individuals 

on the design team from the Ministry who are 

“higher up” in the education hierarchy.

Orienting Your Team
Even though the team you form may bring vast 

experience working in education, they may 

not know a great deal about school dropout. 
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TIP:  BUY-IN TO BETTER THE FIT
The broader the buy-in, the better the fit of the EWS design into the school and 

community, and the more likely the EWS design will be implemented. 

This would not be unusual. First and foremost, 

it is important that the team realizes that 

understanding school dropout broadly and in 

their own country enables them to identify the 

predictors on which the EWS will be based. 

While they are likely to come with knowledge, 

they are also likely to come with pre-conceived 

ideas about dropout that may or may not be 

accurate.

There are three basic questions to answer as 

the team begins the EWS design process: 

1. What causes school dropout?

2. How does dropping out of school impact 

the individual, the family, and the community, 

economically, socially and politically? 

3. What are some interventions that might 

mitigate school dropout? 

To jumpstart the EWS design process, provide 

an orientation for your team. There are several 

activities you can do—or a combination of 

them—to orient the team.

• Create a preparation package that:

- Summarizes school dropout trends and 

factors contributing to school dropout; and

- Describes what an EWS is and what it 

does. Include examples of an EWS from 

another country and include some ideas on 
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how to mitigate school dropout.

• Host a one-day workshop to learn more 

about school dropout. You may want to use 

the SDPP PowerPoint presentations that 

are included in the Unit 4 Digital Annex as 

a template of the key points to cover in a 

workshop. These can easily be modified for 

your use. You can include other participants 

in the workshop beyond the members of 

your design team. This offers an excellent 

opportunity to share what is happening and 

generate interest and potential buy-in from 

others.

• Conduct a one-day visit to a school and 

community. The team members can discuss 

the issue of school dropout with school 

personnel, community leaders, students (if 

old enough) and parents/guardians. This 

can be a particularly helpful activity if many 

of your team members do not have much 

experience working in schools. They may 

bring assumptions about dropout that may 

not be accurate or beneficial to the process 

of building an EWS. Having the opportunity 

to learn about the situation from those 

struggling with the reality of school dropout 

is a good backdrop for the design process. 

A site visit will enhance their understanding 

and seeing things on the ground can also 

leverage their commitment.

• Use SDPP videos (available from the SDPP 

website) in the workshop to set the stage 

for the design work. The videos present a 

comprehensive overview of school dropout 

in the four SDPP pilot countries that also can 

be useful in other countries. 

What Are the EWS Design 
Steps?
School dropout is generally not limited to a 

specific region, urban or rural location or a 

particular group. However, the problem may 

be more acute in some places, cycles and/

or grades. By this time you may already have 

an area in mind where you want to implement 

HOW AND WHERE DO 
YOU GET YOUR DROPOUT 
TREND DATA

How:

• Review secondary sources

• Discuss with key informants

• Conduct a survey

Where:
• MOE Education Management 
Information System (EMIS) or other 
national databases

• World Bank Education Statistics 
(EdStats)

• World Development Indicators

• UNICEF’s TransMonEE indicators

• Demographic and Health Surveys 
(DHS)

• Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys

• Global Partnership for Education 
(www.globalpartnership.org/
developing-countries)

• UNICEF State of the World’s Children 
(www.unicef.org/sowc)

• UNICEF country mapping 

assessment

your EWS. But you still need to gain a better 

understanding of the degree of school dropout.

Assessing the Scope and Magnitude of 
Dropout 
Before you can do anything, however, you must 

have data. The textbox above “How and where 

do you get our dropout trend data?” suggests 

data sources and provides links to websites 

with datasets that are reliable and generally up 

to date. However, the first place to start is your 

own ministry’s EMIS dataset.

This understanding is essential to developing 

predictors that are actionable. Your EWS design 
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team can only do this is if they have a grounded 

understanding of the scope of school dropout 

and the conditions that contribute to it. The first 

step is to conduct a trend analysis to identify 

what the dropout trends are in your target area 

(i.e., national, regional or district levels). 

A Trend Analysis uses a composite ranking 

process to select the geographic locations, 

cycles and, finally, grade(s) where dropout is 

most acute. Since there is no single dropout 

indicator, comparing and contrasting proxy 

indicators provides a good picture of dropout 

(see Table 2G). To use composite ranking, you 

assign a numeric value to each proxy indicator 

and then average the results. This process 

allows you to combine and average multiple 

variables to form a picture of the “when and 

where” of school dropout. But keep in mind, 

you do not have to do a full-scale study to 

identify where the most acute problem is. A 

scaled down method, “Quick Steps to a Trend 

Analysis,” is provided in the textbox on this 

page.  

Even if you prefer to target a specific region 

rather than go through a ranking process to 

identify the geographic locations where school 

dropout is most acute, you will still need to 

focus on the cycles and grades that offer the 

best opportunity to reduce student dropout. 

Composite ranking allows you to better use 

your resources—people, time and money—to 

leverage change. (See the Trend Analyses 

Reports for the four SDPP countries on the 

DVD/USB drives included with this program 

guide.) A more detailed explanation on how to 

conduct a trend analysis can be found in the 

Unit 4 folder in the Digital Annex.

A trend analysis of quantitative data will only 

give you a partial understanding of the scope of 

your dropout problem. To more fully understand 

the factors and conditions that contribute to 

the school dropout problem, you also need 

to gather and analyze qualitative data by 

conducting a situational analysis.

Identifying and Understanding the Factors 
That Influence Dropout in Your Country
A situational analysis enables you to better 

understand the social, economic and cultural 

factors and conditions that affect and contribute 

to school dropout. A trend analysis helps to 

identify the where and when of school dropout. 

A situational analysis focuses on the “how, why 

and so what?” of school dropout. It provides 

you with information to guide the EWS design 

team in the selection of the predictors and 

indicators you use in your EWS and to tailor the 

response interventions that address the mix of 

factors contributing to school dropout in your 

country.

The core questions that need to be addressed 

in a situational analysis are:

• What are the characteristics of at-risk 

students, dropouts and their families?

QUICK STEPS TO A TREND 
ANALYSIS

• Identify the school cycles and the 
number of grades within each cycle

• Describe the available databases, 
the data they contain and which 
administrative level they go to

• Gather data for all basic education 
cycles (primary through secondary 
school, not pre-school)

• Verify and/or obtain the definitions 
for the database you are using so you 
can consider variations in your data sets

• Fill in the separate tables for each 
indicator and disaggregate the data

• Provide information on government 
schools (If data is available for 
government and private schools)

• Review and analyze data to 
determine where the dropout 
hotspots are located
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• What are at-risk students’ experiences with, 

opinions of and aspirations for schooling?

• What has been done to support children in 

school?

• What reasons do people give for the causes 

of dropout?

• How do school staff view dropout and 

address it? 

• What community factors influence dropout?

• What can be done to mitigate dropout?

• What policies and programs affect dropout?

A situational analysis considers individual 

student characteristics and behaviors, the 

home, school and community factors and 

environments in order to develop a more 

comprehensive and holistic picture of school 

dropout. It considers the multiple perspectives 

of students (at-risk, as well as dropouts), 

their parents/guardians, school personnel 

and community leaders and regional/district 

education officers to better understand what 

they think contributes to the problem, and 

what can be done to address it. (See Unit 3 in 

the Digital Annex for examples of questions to 

consider in a situational analysis.) Quick Steps 

to a Situational Analysis are outlined in the 

textbox to the right.

Although a situational analysis provides a wealth 

of grounded information about school dropout, 

it can take a considerable amount of time, 

manpower and money to conduct one. In many 

cases you may not have the resources for this 

task. (See the Table 4A on the next page to 

learn more about SDPP’s Situational Analysis.)

What can you do if primary data collection for a 

situational analysis is not feasible?

1. Locate and review existing studies and 

reports. Often development partners—

including USAID, UNICEF, the World Bank 

and INGOs—and local universities have 

reports or briefs that may provide sufficient 

information to better understand the “how 

and why” of school dropout. 

2. Interview experts on dropout (or school 

QUICK STEPS TO A 
SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS

• Develop closed-ended questions 
to use to interview at-risk students, 
dropouts, their parents, school 
personnel, a local education officer, 
and community members. 

• Use the core questions to 
learn about characteristics of the 
respondent, factors that affect 
decisions to leave school, attitudes 
and expectations/aspirations about 
schooling or practices to deal with 
dropout, and suggestions on ways 
to make school more meaningful, 
interesting and attractive.

• Select up to 10 school-communities 
per administrative locations included in 
your target area. 

• Five-person teams collect data over 
two days at each school.  

access and educational participation) in your 

country or area of focus. More efficiently, 

host a half- or whole-day meeting with a 

group of these informants so they can hear 

and react to their colleagues’ observations. 

Use the School Dropout Framework 

provided in Unit 3 to organize the discussion. 

3. Conduct a one- or two-day mini-study 

in one or two school-communities to 

validate what you are learning. Hosting 

separate focus groups with the different 

stakeholders—either potential beneficiaries 

or implementers of the EWS—at the school 

and community level can provide valuable 

information.

Check for understanding. Does your EWS 

design team really understand what an EWS 

is all about?  Ask them to pretend that they are 

being interviewed about school dropout for a 

national television program using the following 

questions. 
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Table 4A

LEARNING FROM SDPP’S SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS

Despite the tremendous differences across the four SDPP countries—demographically, 
geographically, politically, socially, and culturally—the findings from the four Situational 
Analyses showed consistent responses and patterns. It is unlikely that the results would vary 
significantly in most other countries, with the exception of those that are highly unstable or 
undergoing conflict which would probably present significantly different findings.  

SDPP’s situational analysis examined the characteristics of at-risk students, dropouts and 
their families, the children’s experience with schooling (and treatment by teachers), how  
parents supported their children in school, and children’s and parents’ explanations of the 
reasons for dropout and suggestions for addressing it.

The findings included:

Student Characteristics: 

•	 The economic conditions across all four countries were poor, although there was relatively 
little evidence of temporary hunger.

•	 There was a lack of correspondence between the home language and the language of 
instruction used in the schools.

•	 Students often had long commutes to the nearest school.

Student Experiences, Opinions and Aspirations for Schooling: 

•	 Students had experienced difficulty in completing their school work (most countries had 
automatic promotion policies so there was relatively low evidence of grade repetition).

•	 High percentages of students did not complete their homework assignments.

•	 There were high percentages of absenteeism caused by illness (especially for girls), work 
obligations (domestic chores for girls, farm activities for boys), lack of proper clothes or 
school supplies, and problems stemming from school quality, such as weak performance, 
discouragement and lack of interest in school.

•	 There was often a history of dropout in other family members.

•	 Although students generally felt teachers liked them, they complained that teachers used 
corporal punishment and publically criticized them.

Parental Support for Schooling: 

•	 Low levels of parental engagement to support their children (help with homework, meeting 
with teachers, making sure they leave on time to get to school, etc.).

•	 Greater parental interest in the schooling of boys.

Suggestions on Ways to Address School Dropout: 

•	 Financial support.

•	 Academic support (tutoring, enrichment activities, more relevant courses of study).

•	 Make school more friendly and engaging. 

Source: Brush & Tietjen, School Dropout Prevention Pilot Program Situational Analysis, 2015



PAGE 56          UNIT 4

CREATIVE ASSOCIATES INTERNATIONAL

• What would they tell the reporter about 

the causes of dropout and why addressing 

school dropout is important?  

• What would they recommend as predictors 

of dropout?

• How would they describe an EWS to gain 

support for it in local schools? 

• If they were asked whether an EWS will be a 

“reporting tool” to inform the Ministry about 

what teachers are doing in their classrooms, 

how would they respond?

Introducing an EWS to Education 
Authorities, Schools and Communities
You are well on your way to start designing your 

EWS! Now you need to decide exactly which 

and how many schools you are going to work 

in. If your trend analysis revealed that dropout 

is most severe in a particular school cycle, you 

may wish to focus the EWS on all the grades in 

that cycle. If you found that a particular grade 

suffered most acutely from dropout, you should 

consider focusing on that grade. SDPP varied 

its approach in each of the four countries. Below 

is a comparison of the SDPP target grades.

• Cambodia: Grades 7, 8 and 9 (Lower 

secondary school)

• India:  Grade 5 (primary)

• Tajikistan:  Grade 9 (lower secondary)

• Timor-Leste:  Grades 4, 5 and 6 (Upper 

primary school)

How do you select the schools where you 

will establish an EWS?  You may decide that 

you want to introduce an EWS into all schools in 

your target area. Be realistic about the number 

of schools you start with. Remember, your early 

success in introducing an EWS in the school-

community is key to gaining buy-in from other 

schools and enlisting the ongoing support of the 

Ministry or other agencies. 

Consider the following criteria for school 

selection:

• Are school personnel and community 

leaders willing to participate in the program?

• What are the logistical considerations? What 

is the level of effort that will be needed to 

TIP:  SELECT AT LEAST TWO 
GRADES FOR YOUR EWS

Depending on your resources, timeframe 

and other parameters, consider including 

more than one grade in your EWS. This 

helps create synergies and helps schools 

and communities see dropout as more 

than a single-grade problem. Remember, 

dropout tends to be the result of 

cumulative effects over time.

make regular visits to the school to monitor 

what is happening, provide necessary 

resources, have easy access to training 

workshops, etc.? 

• Is there a difference in dropout pattern 

between urban and rural schools? Would one 

benefit more from an EWS than the other?

• Are your resources—money and staff— 

limited to implement and support an EWS? 

How many schools can you effectively 

support?

• If there is more than one regional/district 

education office—is one more supportive of 

an EWS in their schools than the other?
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Introducing EWS to ministries and other 

education authorities.  Depending upon the 

circumstances of your work, you may have 

already obtained permission from the Ministry of 

Education to work in or introduce and EWS into 

government schools. But if not, now you must 

do so. This is equally the case if you intend to 

work with non-government schools. You must 

have permission from the governing authority. 

Although you may have included representatives 

from the Ministry or other governing entities on 

you design team, this does not mean that you 

have permission to proceed.

The first step is to meet with the central ministry 

or national authority to explain the dropout 

problems you have identified, the location and 

cycle/grades you wish to focus on, and the 

rationale for an EWS. In a short presentation, 

TIP:  START SMALL AND THEN EXPAND
If you want to implement an EWS in a very large number of schools, consider phasing in 

additional schools over a two- to three-year period. You can use school personnel and 

community members who did an exemplary job to assist in training new teams of school 

personnel and communities in the subsequent years of implementation. Their experience using 

an EWS can be extremely powerful in efforts to convince other schools and communities to 

implement an EWS.

summarize your findings. Use the materials 

your EWS team developed on trends and the 

situational analysis. Adapt the SDPP materials 

describing an EWS shared in Unit 3 or develop a 

short brochure. SDPP prepared a double-sided 

fact sheet for each country that summarized 

school dropout trends and causes, and a brief 

description about the interventions, included 

in an EWS. Your brochure can also include 

success stories and testimonials from those 

who have already used an EWS. A sample 

brochure is included in the Unit 4 Digital Annex. 

Your brochure should share information to 

identify roles and responsibilities and things 

that are needed to implement an EWS. See the 

textbox on the next page (“Resources for EWS 

Implementation”) to learn more about things that 

are needed. 
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Questions will likely arise on the resources 

needed for an EWS. The answers will depend 

on your ultimate design of the EWS and the 

circumstances of your work. For example, if 

you work for a funding agency or development 

project, you may be able to provide resources. 

Many of the resources—beside the school 

personnel—may already be provided by 

the Ministry, such as stationery and travel. 

Since EWS implementation relies primarily on 

people in your school and community, and is 

incorporated into school routines, it is relatively 

low-cost.

The textbox on the next page identifies steps 

you should follow as you design your EWS 

and engage the participation of schools and 

communities. 

Once central ministry permission is obtained—

and documented in a letter from the Ministry—

contact each of the sub-national authorities 

involved in the chain of command reaching 

the schools with which you want to work. We 

recommend that you meet with each group in 

person to inform them of the findings and about 

the EWS; let them know you have received 

Ministry and other higher authority permission; 

and ask for their permission to proceed. 

You should take the letter from the Ministry 

authorizing you to meet with school personnel 

and informing school administrators they can 

participate in this program.

Introducting EWS to schools and 

communities.  A good first step is to send 

letters to the school director/administrator of 

each school. In this letter, you should briefly 

outline what you are planning to do and ask to 

meet with them. Depending on the number of 

schools that you intend to work with, you may 

either schedule group meetings or individual 

school visits or both.

Bringing school directors in an administrative 

unit together for a group meeting is an efficient 

first step to acquaint them with the EWS. 

You should also engage them in a discussion 

about dropout—how they define it, whether it 

is a problem in their schools, what the causes 

are, how their schools address it, and which 

students they think are at-risk of dropping 

out. This sets the stage for describing an 

EWS and explains its purpose. If you have the 

resources, including a homeroom teacher and 

community or PTA leader from each school 

would be useful to set the stage for individual 

school visits. Be very explicit about the level 

of effort and the school and community 

responsibilities for implementing an EWS, and 

identify those schools that are interested in 

pursuing an EWS. Provide the school director 

or the school delegation with brochures or 

descriptive materials that they can share with 

their colleagues. 

RESOURCES FOR EWS 
IMPLEMENTATION

• Classroom/homeroom teachers 
to identify, keep records on at-risk 
students, provide in-class support and 
make home visits.

• School director to oversee 
EWS implementation and Case 
Management meetings.

• Teachers to participate in monthly 
case management meetings.

• Community members for advocacy 
and/or home visits.

• EWS school kit with manuals, 
materials, posters, brochures and 
stationary for scoring, record-keeping, 
letters to parents, etc.

• Transport allowance (optional) for 
home visits by teachers.

• Training for school directors, 
teachers and PTA members at school 
or at the cluster-level. 



GETTING STARTED          PAGE 59

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

INTRODUCING AN EWS AND SOLICITING PARTICIPATION

1. Decide on the locations and the numbers of schools

2. Obtain permission to introduce an EWS in schools from central and sub-national 
authorities

3. Send letters to schools 

4. Prepare briefing materials and a brochure 

5. Develop training materials and school kits

6. Hire and train trainers

7. Send letters to selected schools inviting them to a meeting

8. Host meetings with school representatives and/or conduct school and community visits 
to schools interested in an EWS

9. Sign a Participation Agreement

10. Set a date for training activities

11. Contact schools/communities about the training and get the names of participants

12. Arrange logistics for training

13. Send information about an EWS training to schools/communities

14. Follow up with a phone call to confirm participation in the EWS training workshop

Schedule a visit with the schools that have 

expressed interest or that you plan to work 

with. The purpose of school visits is to solicit 

the participation of the larger school-community 

and obtain a signed Participation Agreement. 

(See example of a participation form in the Unit 

4 folder in the Digital Annex.) Send a letter to the 

school director requesting a meeting with them, 

the target grade/cycle teachers, community 

leaders and PTA/SMC heads to discuss their 

participation. Be very explicit in your letter 

that you would like to meet at the same 

time with school personnel and community 

representatives. Follow up with a telephone call 

to confirm that the letter arrived. In your initial 

contact with them, even before the school visit, 

be very explicit about the level of effort and the 

school and community responsibilities if they 

agree to participate.

Plan to present a brief overview of an EWS, 

how it works and the benefits of implementing 

an EWS in their school and community. Use or 

adapt the EWS brochure you have prepared to 

reflect their situation. SDPP found turning the 

brochures into illustrated flipchart size posters 

was useful for working with groups where some 

participants were illiterate. This meeting may be 

the first time many participants have considered 

that dropout is a problem, what actually 

TIP:  PREPARE A TOOL TO 
CAPTURE INFORMATION

A school visit capture tool allows you to 

standardize how you document what you 

learn. The visit is an important first step 

in communicating that the school and 

community situations and opinions are 

important. It underscores that an EWS is 

framed on partnerships, collaboration 

and sharing of information.
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Figure 4B 

SCHOOL VISIT CAPTURE TOOL

Thoughts/Perspectives on School Dropout Prompts: What do you think school dropout is? Is it 
a problem in your school/community? Why/why not? (If they say yes) What do you think causes 
school dropout in your school/community? Whose responsibility is it to address school dropout in 
your school/community?

School:                                                              Date:

Facilitator:                               

Participants:

  School Director

  Teacher (#      )   /  Grades ______

  PTA

  SMC

  Parent (#      ) # Mothers ______

   # Fathers ______

  Students (#      ) Grades______

   # boys ______

   # girls ______

  Other __________________________

Possible Probes: 

What is school dropout? Does it exist in your school/community?
 School Personnel Community Student/Parent

Interventions/strategies Prompts: What do you think are possible things that can be done to 
prevent students from dropping out of school in your community?
 School Personnel Community Student/Parent

If your school and community had the opportunity to be part of a program to address school 
dropout, would that be of interest to you? Why/why not?
 School Personnel Community Student/Parent
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constitutes dropout, and the impact it has on 

the student, school and community. 

The school visit also will allow you to ask 

questions about school dropout in their schools 

and communities. It provides an opportunity for 

the school personnel and community leaders to 

share their opinions on how to support at-risk 

students. What you learn from the visits can be 

incorporated into the EWS design and, later, 

into the training workshops.  

Table 4B is a template for a site visit capture tool 

which includes separate cells for the comments 

of the different participants. It is very important 

to capture their individual points of view since 

their opinions may differ significantly. This 

underscores the fact that an EWS is formed 

on partnerships, collaboration and sharing of 

infirmation.

The final task for the school visits is to explain 

to the school and community leaders you are 

meeting with that they will need to form an EWS 

school team. The EWS school team should 

include both school personnel and community 

leaders. The team needs to be formed before 

EWS training is provided since those who have 

a key role in implementing an EWS need to 

TIP:  SCHEDULE TRAINING 
EARLY

Plan to conduct the training for the EWS 

at least a month before school starts and 

within two months of the school visits. 

Remember, you want to maintain their 

interest and keep the momentum going! 

A GOOD COMMUNITY LEADER IS SOMEONE WHO IS:

• Well known in the community

• Well-respected

• Already involved in outreach activities in the community

• Representative of an existing community organization (civic, religious, etc.)

• Interested in supporting good causes with their time and/or money

• On an existing school committee like the PTA or SMC

• Interested in an EWS

• Able to commit their time over a school year

• Sensitive to the culture/religion, etc. of the families in the community

participate in the training. You should provide 

guidelines on who would be a good member 

for their EWS school team. Remember your 

committee should include both men and 

women! Allow them time to review the criteria 

and ask questions. (Guidelines on who would 

be a good community member can be included 

in your brochure. The textbox below identifies 

characteristics for a good community member.)

Discuss the required EWS training for school 

and community members on a school EWS 

team during your visit. The initial training for 

school personnel takes a minimum of three 

days with an additional day of training for school 

directors/deputy directors. Community training 

takes a minimum of two days.
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Try to obtain a written agreement from the 

school and community documenting their 

willingness to participate in the EWS program. 

The agreement should clarify what the roles and 

responsibilities are for the school personnel and 

community members and their expected level 

of effort. Ideally, this agreement should be in 

place before training takes place. (An illustrative 

Participation Agreement is included in Unit 4 of 

the Digital Annex.)

What Should You do if Either the School 
or Community Wants to Participate but the 
Other Doesn’t?
Can a school implement an EWS without 

support from the community? Although a school 

can identify and track at-risk students and 

implement some first response strategies, their 

efforts will not achieve optimal results. Many 

decisions affecting students’ attendance and 

participation in school are made by parents and 

in the household. An EWS requires manpower 

and monitoring provided by the community.

Can a community address school dropout 

without the participation of the school? 

Communities can cast a wide net to keep 

children in school. They can provide support 

and services, such as a school feeding 

program. However, it would be extremely 

hard to identify and target the students most 

at-risk of dropping out of school without the 

information school personnel get from scoring 

students and tracking the at-risk students. 

Nor do communities have much leverage to 

change powerful school-based factors such 

as the interactions between teachers and 

their students. Creating a more child-friendly 

classroom—an important part of the EWS 

first response strategies—would be missing. 

At school, at-risk students are often ignored, 

and can find school uninteresting and even 

threatening. It is vitally important to foster a 

welcoming atmosphere at the school to attract 

and support these students. Without the 

participation of school personnel, many of the 

first response strategies will not happen. Nor 

will the direct communication take place with 

parents about their children.

Tracking school level data and encouraging 

teachers to use child friendly teaching strategies 

in their classrooms is a good start to support 

at-risk students. But the program will struggle 

to make a real difference if there is not a 

willingness on the part of the community to 

support the schools to work with parents. 

And without the participation of the schools 

to score and rank students and monitor their 

performance, and encourage at-risk students’ 

learning, communities will be hard pressed to 

provide targeted supported to at-risk students. 

So, if they cannot come to an agreement 

about their participation and if you have 

other schools and communities who want 

to participate, it is highly recommended that 

you choose an alternative site. If you do a 

phased-in program and introduce a new group 

of schools in subsequent years after the first 

year of implementation, you can offer schools 

and communities who could not come to 

an agreement about participating, another 

chance to be included. After the first year, you 

will have testimonials and school personnel 

and community leaders who can help to 

sell the EWS to others who are considering 

implementing one in their school and 

community.
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TIP:  GIVE PEOPLE TIME TO TALK AND THINK TOGETHER
If there is reluctance on the part of the school or community to participate, you 

might suggest they take time to discuss their participation among themselves 

after you leave. Tell them you will call back in a week for their final decision. 

Leave the brochure with them. Remember, the EWS can only truly be 

successful if both groups are committed to making it work. They must work in 

tandem—there has to be a partnership!
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Although Umed and Marjona live in different parts of Tajikistan and attend different schools, the two 

Grade 9 students have a lot in common. They both worked to support their families, resulting in 

frequent absences from and poor performance in school. They received little encouragement from their 

parents to do well or continue their education.  

Every day Umed faced a difficult choice: go to work or go to school. As the oldest male in his 

household, he was responsible for providing for his family. He usually chose work. The more Umed 

missed school, the poorer his grades became and the more he wanted to quit. “I was thinking about 

problems at home… what my family will eat today.”

Marjona also had obligations at home.  She helped with the housework and seasonal field work and 

missed school. Her parents, too, were ambivalent about her schooling. Frankly, she didn’t mind staying 

home. “School is not that interesting, maybe I don’t need it,” she said.  

But Umed and Marjona’s stories don’t end in dropout. Each had a homeroom teacher who 

participated in training from the School Dropout Prevention Pilot Program and learned it was important 

to track student absences as an important indicator of being at risk for dropout. When their homeroom 

teachers saw they were missing school, they visited their parents to find out what was happening at 

home and talked to them about the importance of regular attendance. 

Umed’s and Marjona’s homeroom teachers worked with their parents to develop a schedule that 

allowed them to attend school and work. They provided simple strategies to help them support their 

children’s school work. At school, their homeroom teachers paid special attention to their progress, 

tracked their attendance, developed support plans with their other teachers, and contacted their 

parents if their attendance or grades began to slip. 

Umed’s and Marjona’s attendance and performance improved. Today, both students have done so 

much better in their school work that they are on track to finish secondary school. Marjona has set her 

sights on a nursing degree. And Umed’s mother now urges him to go to school and to continue with 

his studies.

EWS SAFETY NET CATCHES AT-RISK STUDENTS 
BEFORE THEY DROP OUT
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In the previous unit we discussed how to form 

your EWS design team. We also explained the 

different steps to collect the data you need 

to understand school dropout. By now you 

have made some initial decisions on where to 

implement your EWS, the cycle and grades and 

how many schools you want to work with. You 

have also identified the school-communities you 

will work with and have obtained participation 

agreements. 

You are now ready to engage in one of the 

most exciting parts of the EWS design process! 

You are ready to identify your predictors and 

indicators, set your rubrics, and calibrate the 

risk levels. As you work through these steps you 

will populate the EWS framework that teachers 

will use to score and rank their students to 

identify students at-risk of dropping out of 

school. Although your EWS design team may 

not be directly involved in training teachers how 

to score and rank students, the design team 

needs to understand how the process works 

IDENTIFYING AT-RISK STUDENTS
The purpose of an Early Warning System is to provide targeted support to students 

who show signs that they may drop out of school. But how do you identify them? 

Research has shown that there are recognizable student behaviors that presage 

dropout. Unit 5 guides you through one of the most important steps in establishing 

your EWS—identifiying students who are at risk of dropping out of school. It 

introduces you to the “ABC” predictors of dropout—attendance, behavior and 

coursework—and shows how you can use these and other contextually-specific 

predictors to score and rank at-risk students. What if an unmanageable number of 

students are found to be at risk?  Unit 5 suggests full and partial treatment options 

and guides you through some simple decision rules. It includes examples of dropout 

predictors and indicators and scoring/ranking forms.   

to effectively select and calibrate the indicators 

and determine the school dropout risk level 

thresholds. 

SDPP tools included in this unit are intended 

to serve as examples and illustrative templates 

to help your team develop their EWS. In 

some cases, SDPP examples are presented 

(with caution) that proved problematic during 

implementation of the pilot. Examining these 

more problematic predictors and indicators 

will help your EWS design team to avoid the 

same pitfalls and benefit from the lessons 

that the SDPP team learned. Suggestions are 

provided for best practices based on the SDPP 

experience. Your investment will pay off. Just like 

the school director and teachers in the school 

whose experience is shared in the textbox on the 

next page—change happens!
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Key Points for Student 
Identification and Tracking
To begin, we will establish and review some key 

points about identifying at-risk students. This 

process is called scoring and ranking. 

• Scoring and ranking takes place once every 

two years for students in a cohort in the 

selected grades. Only transfer students 

entering a cohort will be ranked after 

students in their grade have already been 

scored and ranked.

• If there are a range of grades implementing 

the EWS, for instance grades 4-6, every year 

the new cohort of students entering grade 

4 are scored after tracking them for the first 

month of school.

• Once scoring and ranking has taken place 

with students in the target grades in a 

school, the students maintain their “risk 

level” for a period up to two years. This 

provides enough time for the first response 

strategies to leverage change in at-risk 

students. It also allows students who are 

showing warning signs for dropping out 

of school, who were not scored at-risk in 

the initial scoring, to benefit from the first 

response strategies.

• Scoring and ranking takes place in all EWS 

schools at the same time at the end of the 

first month of the current academic school 

year. 

• All students in a school in the target grades 

are scored and ranked at the same time.

• School personnel in the target grades 

conduct the scoring and ranking in their 

classrooms.

• Every student receives a score between 0-2 

( 0=low risk; 1=medium risk; and 2=high risk) 

for each indicator in your EWS. If there are 

6 indicators in your EWS, the total score for 

a student can range from 0-12. This total 

score depends, of course, on the number of 

indicators you use. 

• Students who are identified as at-risk 

retain that status throughout the year (if 

EWS serves only one grade) and into the 

next grade (if EWS serves a cohort of 

students over several grades), even if their 

attendance, behavior, course work or other 

indicators being tracked improve.

• Risk level thresholds that determine when a 

student is at low, medium or high risk, are 

determined by the EWS design team. They 

are NOT a school level decision. 

Scoring and then ranking students in a 

classroom allows schools to target the students 

who are most at-risk of dropping out of school 

and to more effectively use the teachers’ time to 

provide additional support to the students who 

are most at-risk.

ESTABLISHING AN EWS 
CHANGES ATTITUDES 
TOWARD STUDENTS 

In one SDPP country, prior to using the 

EWS, a state-level education director 

declared that all schools collected data 

on student attendance. He pointed 

to the small box in the corner of the 

dusty blackboard noting daily student 

attendance—how many students were 

there that day—not which students 

were absent. And, not only was it 

inaccurate, but the lines next to the 

student names in the student record 

books on the teachers desk were left 

empty as were all the other lines for 

that week and the ones preceeding it. 

Neither the director nor the classroom 

teacher could understand why tracking 

individual students were important 

until they began implementing the 

EWS and observed the difference it 

made.
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Why Do You Score and Rank 
Students?
Scoring and ranking is a process that allows 

school personnel to determine the degree to 

which students are at-risk of dropping out of 

school. It is based on the principle that dropping 

out of school is a process that begins very early 

in a child’s schooling and includes observable 

warning signs prior to dropping out of school.

Employing a scoring system based on these 

predictors—or warning signs of disengagement 

and failure—allows teachers to identify the 

students who exhibit risk behaviors and then 

track them over time. Scoring students also 

triggers an escalating level of support to prevent 

them from leaving school. This track and trigger 

system allows schools and communities to 

target scarce resources on the students who 

exhibit the greatest level of risk. 

There is no universal or established level of risk 

based on the warning signs for dropping out of 

school; rather, the calibration for the risk levels 

are determined based on the local context, 

available resources and percentage of students 

who are at-risk and need support.

Selecting Predictors of Dropout
What is a predictor and an indicator?

The EWS is based on the predictors or 

drivers of school dropout. Indicators are the 

specific ways in which information about 

these predictors are tracked and monitored. 

The predictors and indicators should capture 

negative student behaviors related to dropout.

Although there are many types of data collected 

and reviewed to determine the quality and 

effectiveness of education and schooling, very 

TIPS FOR TEACHERS TO MAKE SURE ALL STUDENTS FEEL WELCOME

• Post a schedule and stick to it.

• Display classroom rules.

• Use different kinds of instructional practices. 

• Give all students a chance to be a leader in something they are good at.

• Encourage peer collaboration.

• Use signals to “tell” the students to quiet down, start working and put away materials.

• Check in with students while they work.

• Speak to students privately about any concerns.

• Employ specific, targeted positive reinforcement when a student meets a behavioral or 

academic goal. 

TIP:  DO NOT STIGMATIZE STUDENTS AND FAMILIES

Remember, the identities of at-risk students and their families should be kept confidential 

and private. You want to avoid stigmatizing the students or their families or putting them in 

a situation that risks further alienation from school. For instance, in India they were identified 

as “focus students” rather than at-risk ones. “Target students” is another term that could be 

used that carries no stigma. Please refer to the tips above on ways to make all students feel 

welcomed. 
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little of the data really provides information about 

what is happening with an individual student. It 

is only at the school level where this information 

is available. 

Unfortunately, even though most education 

systems require that schools collect basic 

student data (e.g., attendance, grades/marks, 

etc.), schools—and the personnel responsible—

do not routinely, regularly and accurately 

record data about each student. For instance, 

although teachers may take daily attendance, 

it frequently is just a head count of the number 

of students who are in the classroom that day, 

not identification and documentation of the 

individual children who are absent. In order 

for an EWS to work effectively, the data that 

is collected must be based on the behavior of 

individual students.

An important aspect to consider when 

developing indicators for the EWS is how teacher 

subjectivity and behavior influences student 

behavior. SDPP learned from the Situational 

Analysis that across all four countries teachers 

held strong opinions about students—although 

students were not always aware of them. 

However, for the EWS to predict risk factors, the 

better defined your indicators are the less likely 

teacher bias will factor into the scoring process.

An EWS changes what happens at schools. 

An EWS provides the framework teachers use 

to collect, document and analyze information 

about their students. This process of collecting, 

documenting and analyzing student data serves 

as a platform to improve teaching and learning 

for at-risk students and improves the odds that 

students will stay in school.

What are the best predictors for dropout?

The globally-recognized ABCs of Dropout, shown 

below, are one example of good predictors for 

risk of school dropout. The ABCs—standing for 

attendance, behavior and course work—focus 

on student behaviors that are highly correlated to 

dropout.

Each of these predictors interacts with the 

others:  the more a child misses school the less 

likely he/she will perform well academically; the 

less well he/she performs, the more discouraged 

and alienated he/she becomes from school and 

his/her classmates; the more disengaged from 

school he/she is, the more likely he/she is to 

The ABCs 
of School Dropout

Attendance
Behavior
Coursework

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN AN EWS 
PREDICTOR AND AN 
INDICATOR? 

Predictors are the factors or 

“independent variables” that are the 

immediate cause of an outcome. Good 

predictors are those factors that not only 

have a strong association or correlation 

with the desired outcomes, but have 

a high degree of causality that can be 

attributed to the outcome. For example, 

research has identified patterns of 

behavior that have a strong probability 

of affecting dropout.

Indicators are how a predictor is defined 

and measured.  

For example, absenteeism is a predictor, 

but being absent for two consecutive 

days is a measurable indicator that sets 

the target and triggers action.
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miss school…and the cycle continues. 

The ABCs are generally at the core of an EWS 

because they represent information that can 

be regularly and easily tracked and monitored. 

Most education systems and schools require 

that teachers collect and record some of this 

information as part of their regular job duties. 

(This will be discussed in further detail in this 

unit.) The ABCs are an easy way to remember 

three of the key predictors for dropping out of 

school. The simplicity of the phrase captures a 

person’s attention. This makes it a good start to 

frame a discussion about school dropout.

Each of these three predictors can be turned 

into indicators that can be measured, for which 

data generally exists or is easily collected, and 

represent behavior that can be changed to 

lower the level of risk. 

In many cases school personnel may question 

why attendance is important to track. In 

discussions with them they quickly see how 

important it is to track daily attendance for 

individual students. Research has repeatedly 

shown that if a student misses as little as 10 

percent of school days, he/she will probably fail 

and most likely drop out of school. It doesn’t 

matter whether the absence if excused or not. 

It is the instructional time that is missed that 

matters. 

It is less clear why monitoring behavior is 

equally as important. Classroom behavior plays 

a significant role in what students learn. What 

happens to students while they are in school will 

influence how engaged they are. Their behavior 

(disruptive, non-participatory, uninterested/

bored, frustrated and even frightened) is an 

indicator of their engagement and openness 

to learning. Making school personnel aware 

of this and building their capacity to recognize 

and monitor behavior can help identify those 

students on the path towards dropout at the 

same time it allows the teacher the opportunity 

to draw at-risk students into classroom or 

school activities. This increases their receptivity 

to learning and the enjoyment of school. (See 

Figures 5A and 5B for SDPP situational analysis 

findings on behavior.)

How do you choose the predictors?

Your EWS system is founded on the 3-6 core 

predictors and associated indicators that you 

TAJIKISTAN: PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS 
REPORTING BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS

Figure 5A – SDPP Situational Analysis Finding: Student Behavior Problems

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Suspended/Expelled

Dropout Child

At-Risk Students

Conflicts with teachers
5.6%

10.1%

Gotten into trouble 
in school

28.5%

Broken school rules

9.4%

4.3%

19.3%

18.5%

17.3%
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will use to score and rank students. The three 

evidence-based and actionable ABC predictors 

should be included in your EWS.

Selecting the best predictors and translating 

them into indicators is one of the most critical 

activities in the EWS design process. Table 5C 

illustrates this relationship. Criteria you should 

consider are listed below.  

A predictor should:

• Be a student behavior that is strongly 

associated with dropout (not a characteristic 

such as a student having a disability);

• Have an actionable response;

• Be an action that is doable, affordable and 

economically sustainable; and

• Be a behavior that a student repeatedly 

exhibits, creating a pattern over time.

An indicator should:

• Be based on information about each 

individual;

• Use data available at the school, and be 

based on official school records (if possible);

• Be able to be tracked and monitored;

• Be based on objective, reliable data;

• Be framed on observable patterns of 

behavior; and

• Be something that can be tracked for a 

longer period of time—not just to score and 

rank students.

Predictors are generally based on risk factors 

linked to dropping out of school.  Table 5D 

lists factors drawn from data collected in the 

United States. The factors are very similar in 

other countries, including developing countries. 

The “1” in the table indicates that one study 

reviewed showed the risk factor significantly 

related to dropout at this grade level. An  

asterick (*) indicates that two or more studies 

that were reviewed showed the risk factor was 

significantly related to dropout at this grade 

level.

CAMBODIA: PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS AND PARENTS/
GUARDIANS REPORTING BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS

Figure 5B – SDPP Situational Analysis Finding: Student Behavior Problems
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Use the following School Dropout Planning 

Tool to begin the process of selecting your 

predictors. You will use the tool throughout 

the design phase for your EWS. You should 

expect to revise it many times throughout the 

design process. The tool is not meant to be a 

“final product.” Instead, it provides a structure 

to capture key points that emerge in your 

discussions as your work evolves. 

During your discussions about predictors and 

indicators you should consider how they will 

be used, how they will be measured, and how 

a strategy can be put in place to change the 

targeted behavior. The planning tool is just a 

way to capture the key decision points, which 

you may need to come back to at a later point 

in the process.

Consider how important a certain predictor 

(or driver of school dropout) is when you rank 

them. Although you will ultimately select 3-6 

indicators from among the ones listed, you need 

to identify and discuss more than that to ensure 

you have identified the ones that will be the 

best predictors and indicators. Take the time to 

engage in this discussion.

SDPP used six indicators in each country to 

score the likelihood of dropping out of school. 

This number is not a hard and fast rule. 

Although an EWS could be based solely on 

the ABCs of student dropout, using one or two 

more indicators provides more data and gives 

a broader view of factors influencing school 

dropout. You need to have enough information 

to know you are supporting the at-risk student; 

but not so much (especially for the tracking 

needed to implement the first response 

ACTIVITY:  PICKING A GOOD 
INDICATOR

Not all risk factors make good predictors. 

You will note that some of the risk factors 

in Table 5E meet the criteria for a “good” 

predictor while others do not. Break 

into groups of two and review Table 5E. 

Which factors meet the criteria for a 

good predictor? Justify your response 

why or why not. Join another team and 

compare and contrast your responses. 

When everyone is done, discuss what 

you have learned about risk factors and 

predictors.

Figure 5C 

DROPOUT PREDICTORS AND ILLUSTRATIVE INDICATORS

Predictor: 

Attendance

Behavior

Coursework

Indicator: 

Number of days absent in target months
Number of consecutive days absent in target months 
Number of days coming to school late or leaving early

Homework assigned turned in on time and completed
Participation in group activities

Quarterly marks in reading/language and/or math in final quarter of 
previous year
Teacher-made continuous assessment activities 
Homework assignments that are correct 
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Table 5D 

Individual Background Characteristics

 Has a learning disability or emotional disturbance  1 1

Early Adult Responsibilities

 High number of work hours  1 *

 Parenthood   *

Social Attitudes, Values, & Behavior

 HIgh-risk peer group  * 1

 High-risk social behavior  * 1

 Very socially active outside of school   1

School Performance

 Low achievement * * *

 Retention/overage for grade * * *

School Engagement

 Poor attendance * * *

 Low educational expectations  * *

 Lack of effort  1 1

 Low commitment to school  1 *

 No extracurricular participation  1 *

School Behavior

 Misbehavior 1 1 *

 Early aggression 1 1 

Family Background Characteristics

 Low socioeconomic status * * *

 High family mobility  *

 Low education level of parents 1 1 *

 Large number of siblings 1  1

 Not living with both natural parents 1 1 *

 Family disruption 1

Famly Engagement/Commitment to Education

 Low educational expectations  *

 Sibling has dropped out  1 1

 Low contact with school  *

 Lack of conversation about school  * 1

SIGNIFICANT RISK FACTORS BY SCHOOL LEVEL
* United States Only1

Risk Factor Grades 6-8 Grades 9-12Grades K-5
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strategies) that school personnel see an EWS as 

a burden. This can lead to intervention fatigue 

and ultimately, total resistance. Additionally, if 

data for an indicator is complicated to obtain or 

document, teachers may resist collecting and 

recording it. Even though collecting some of 

the data may be required by the Ministry, SDPP 

learned that some teachers do not do it and/

or the records are not carefully collected or 

reviewed.

To aid your discussion about predictors and 

indicators, review the following table of predictors 

and indicators that was used in the four SDPP 

countries and some lessons learned about their 

utility. Based on what you know about the criteria 

for good predictors and indicators, which ones 

do you think were problematic? If you think a 

predictor or indicator was problematic—why? 

If you think one of the problematic predictors 

might work in your country, how might you 

modify the indicator to make it work? After you 

have finished your discussion, review the same 

table completed with the lessons learned from 

the four SDPP countries (see Table 5E for best 

practices of SDPP indicators).

As you hold this discussion, use your Planning 

Tool (Table 5F). Discuss and identify more 

indicators than you have decided to use. Then 

rank and score the indicators to select the best 

ones. As you do this remember to consider the 

criteria for good indicators.

Because the SDPP countries were participating 

in an impact study, they were not able to 

change or modify their indicators when they 

realized they were problematic. But you can 

change yours. If you discover your indicators 

are not as useful as you thought they would 

be, modify or drop them. If you think another 

indicator might be better, then replace the 

indicator. And if you determine you can achieve 

your goal without using that indicator, do not 

include it! Do not ask teachers to gather and 

track information that will not add value.

WHY IS IT SO IMPORTANT 
TO TRACK BEHAVIOR IN THE 
CLASSROOM?

Attendance is the most important 

behavior to change to mitigate the course 

an at-risk student is on toward dropping 

out of school. Research shows that 

missing more than 10% of the school year 

usually causes a student to fail due to the 

lack of exposure to instruction. Students 

are highly unlikely to learn what they are 

not exposed to.

But just sitting in a classroom is not 

enough. What happens to students while 

they are in school—how well they perform 

and the quality of their engagement in 

learning activities—is an important factor 

in lowering risk levels for dropping out of 

school.

Tracking what at-risk students are or 

are not doing while in school is vitally 

important. It provides teachers with a 

wealth of information to help the students 

perform better and enjoy school more.

TIP:  THOUGHTFUL 
PREDICTORS AND 
INDICATORS

• When selecting your predictors and 

defining your indicators, remember 

to avoid inadvertently sending a 

message that the student is at fault. 

• Each predictor may have multiple 

indicators, but try to limit the number 

as it means more data collection for 

the teacher.
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Continued

Table 5E – SDPP Indicator Best Practices for creating indicators
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Continued

Table 5E – Continued
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Table 5E – Continued
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Table 5F – EWS Planning Tool
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Setting the Risk Scale/Levels
Each indicator should be calibrated for 

risk levels based on a rubric of 0-2, with 0 

representing no to low risk, 1 medium risk and 

2 high risk. Each student in the targeted grades 

is scored on each indicator. Each student’s 

total score reflects their individual level of risk 

for dropping out of school. You should consider 

the level of effort for the school personnel—

especially the teacher—to monitor and provide 

support based on your risk levels. Will the 

calibration eliminate those with no or minimal 

risk? Is the calibration going to identify too 

many students for a teacher to support? Is the 

calibration going to miss students who are at-

risk and need support?

Correctly describing and defining the indicators 

(0,1,2) and the cut-off point risk levels 

(low, medium, high) is very important. The 

explanations or qualifiers that determine 0-2 for 

each indicator should be clearly and precisely 

defined for easy and consistent application 

during the scoring process. These need to be 

applied in the same way across all classrooms; 

across all schools. A consistent application 

ensures that the resources are used most 

efficiently. SDPP used full and partial treatments 

to address the issue of the high number of 

at-risk students in some classrooms and the 

teacher’s load in some classrooms. 

If you think there may be schools where there 

are a large number of students identified as 

being at high risk, which may exceed school 

capacity to fully support them, consider using 

a tiered response system for full or partial 

treatment. A tiered response system provides 

a different level of support to students who 

are at medium risk permitting the teacher to 

provide more support to the students who 

exhibit the highest risk. The tiered system tracks 

medium risk students and notifies their parents/

guardians of absences, etc. But medium risk 

students would not receive the full package of 

support provided to high risk students. A more 

complete discussion follows later in this unit.

Ranking consists of listing all of the students 

based on their total score of 0-12 (the largest 

number depends on the number of predictor/

indicators you use). The students with the 

highest score are placed on the top of the list. 

The higher the individual student score, the 

higher the risk. For example, you could create 

your cut-off points based on the following 

thresholds: low 0-3, medium 4-7 and high 8-12. 

(A more complete explanation of ranking and an 

example of a ranking sheet is found later.) 

It is very important that the risk levels 

(thresholds) should be the same across all the 

schools in a country or your EWS network 

of schools. The EWS design teams should 

determine where the cut-off points are for 

the three risk levels. As the textbox to the left 

suggests, be sure to conduct a trial scoring 

TIP:  TEST YOUR SCORING 
BEFORE DEPLOYING

SDPP conducted trial scoring in 5-8 

schools in a country to determine 

whether data for the indicators was 

available for most students and could be 

easily accessed. The trial scoring was also 

used to review the distribution of the 

scores in order to set cut points or risk 

threshold levels. There are two reasons 

that cut points should not be decided by 

the individual schools. First, it provides 

information on how consistently (across 

the pilot schools) your predictors are 

working. Second, school personnel may 

tend to under-score the at-risk students 

because they do not think dropout is a 

problem, they do not fully understand 

the risk of dropout, and/or they wish 

to ease the burden of tracking and 

providing first response strategies to 

at-risk students.
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using your indicators. Then you need to make 

sure data is available for an indicator before you 

choose the indicator or develop a mechanism 

and format to collect it. 

You have already reviewed the SDPP 

indicators. You have discussed some of the 

issues that emerged when the pilot countries 

were implementing their EWS. You may have 

some ideas on how they could be modified to 

work better. Take a closer look at the “trinity” 

of school dropout warning signs below—

attendance, behavior and course work—to 

gain a better understanding of the complexity 

of scoring and how well it can identify a student 

who is at-risk of dropping out of school.

Attendance
Because of the central role that attendance 

patterns play as a predictor of school dropout, 

carefully monitoring attendance is very 

important. Although teachers are expected to 

record absences, frequently they do not do 

so. When school personnel understand how 

important it is to regularly monitor a student’s 

daily attendance patterns, they are much more 

willing to do it and to come up with strategies to 

ease the burden (see the textbox below).

To be useful, the record must capture individual 

student attendance. Just noting the number 

of students who are not there (even if it is 

disaggregated by gender) will not be useful 

for an EWS. The teacher must know which 

students are present and which are not. Keep 

in mind, whether the reason for an absence is 

“excused” or “not excused” is not significant 

in the scoring process or tracking a student 

for case management, since attendance as a 

driver of school dropout is based on missed 

instructional time. Whether the absence is 

excused or not is irrelevant for scoring/tracking 

purposes. However, noting if it is excused can 

help teachers to better understand student 

attendance patterns. Understanding the 

reasons why a student is missing school can 

also be useful information for case management 

and wrap-around support.

In the US, the first month’s attendance in 

primary school is considered a crucial indicator 

of how well a student will perform and engage 

EASING THE 
TRACKING BURDEN

SDPP in India decided to track afternoon 

attendance in addition to morning 

attendance to ensure that students 

returned to complete the school day 

following the free mid-day meal. 

Teachers felt that, having already taken 

morning attendance, that this was too 

burdensome. The solution was to appoint 

student class monitors. Included as class 

monitors were at-risk students, helping 

to motivate those students who typically 

disappeared after lunch to stay for the full 

day of classes. 
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Figure 5G 
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that significantly impact student performance 

and lead to school dropout. 

Numerical values can be used to track 

attendance (0= no absence, 1=tardy or leaves 

early, 2=absent). The notations shown below 

provide another method to track attendance 

patterns, which is quickly visible and makes it 

easier to detect patterns.

Whatever method you use needs to 

consistently capture and easily communicate 

the information. A system-wide approach to 

document attendance patterns makes it easier 

to monitor what is happening with at-risk 

students within a school and across schools. 

It also makes it easier to measure fidelity of 

implementation.

Behavior
Behavior in the classroom was used as an 

indicator in all four SDPP countries since 

behavioral problems were evident among at-risk 

and dropout students. The rubric, as shown 

in Figure 5H (sample of the document used in 

India), was framed around three categories of 

student engagement based on impact on their 

opportunity to learn. A student received a score 

of 0 if he/she was fully engaged in the learning 

activities. The student received a score of 1 if 

he/she was off-task and exhibited disengaged 

behavior that negatively impacted his/her own 

learning. Finally, a student received a score 

of 2 if his/her behavior disrupted his/her own 

in school. At the secondary level it is an indicator 

of dropout later in the year. However, in some 

countries confusion reigns at the beginning of the 

school year. Classes are slow to start, books are 

not available, and the students’ and teachers’ 

presence is spotty. You may have to make 

adjustments. For example, in some countries, 

SDPP schools used the last quarter’s attendance 

from the previous school year drawn from 

student records. In other SDPP countries, they 

used the second month of attendance with the 

trade-off that at-risk student identification was 

delayed by a month. 

There are two ways of calculating attendance 

for scoring. The first is by the percentage of 

days a student misses in the first month of 

school. The percentage can provide a better 

lens of how acute the absenteeism problem 

is, but calculating percentages adds another 

step in the scoring process, making it more 

complicated and vulnerable to the possibility of 

errors in calculations that can skew the results. 

The second way to track attendance is by noting 

the number of days missed in the first month of 

school out of a total number of possible school 

days. This latter approach is based on the 

assumption that all the schools using the EWS 

will be open and operating the same number 

of days, a condition that does not always hold. 

See Figure 5G for an example of an attendance 

scoring sheet used by SDPP in India.

It is important that teachers understand that 

tracking attendance is not just for scoring 

purposes. They must continue to track and 

record attendance in order to trigger the first 

response strategies that will be discussed in 

the following unit. Tracking for monitoring and 

case management takes place throughout the 

whole school year. Because schools often do 

not track individual attendance on a daily basis, 

it will probably be necessary to create your 

own attendance tracking sheet for teachers 

to use. These are simple forms to create. The 

attendance tracking sheet can be used to 

document tardiness or leaving early, behaviors 

Absent the full day Arrived late

Left earlyArrived late/left early
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TIP:  In each SDPP country, the descriptions/qualifiers were discussed with teachers during 

their training sessions and modified based on their input. The tables were also adjusted based 

on location or cycle/grade(s). However, the overall rubric was not changed. 

TIP:  Although there are clear descriptions of what the observable behaviors are in the 

three categories, if you do not provide adequate time in your training to engage in a robust 

discussion around what the student behavior “looks like,” using it to score (and ongoing 

tracking) could be problematic. Including role plays and case studies in your training provides 

teachers more concrete ways to discuss the indicator and ensure teachers have a shared 

understanding of each behavior category. Asking school personnel from different schools 

to work together in groups, can enrich the conversations since subtle differences in student 

rapport and engagement might be affected by school location (urban/rural, demographics, 

etc.). The more descriptive the risk levels are, the better this tool is for scoring and case 

management.

TIP:  Solicit input from school personnel about the calibration of the rubrics if school 

personnel are not represented on your EWS design team.
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Figure 5H 
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learning as well as the learning of the other 

students and/or the teacher’s instruction. 

You might decide to create a different 

framework for behavior, especially if there are 

more alarming issues to consider, such as 

gang membership, early pregnancy, drug use 

or involvement in criminal activities. However, 

learning outcomes are closely linked to the way 

a student interacts with the learning/teaching 

activities. Like attendance, it is another “form” of 

exposure time. Just sitting in a classroom does 

not mean learning is taking place. That is why 

behavior, coupled with course grades/marks, 

provides a good lens on what is happening with 

student performance. 

To avoid teacher subjectivity and bias, scoring 

and tracking needs to be based on observable 

student behaviors and objective information, 

and not a teacher’s opinion or “feeling” about a 

student. (See Figure 5I for SDPP findings on the 

impact that a teacher’s actions might have on 

students’ classroom behavior and perceptions.) 

Would behavior be an easy indicator for 

teachers to apply in your country? How would 

you modify the descriptions for 1 and 2 to make 

them better reflect what goes on in classrooms 

in your country? Remember, if you use this 

framework you can modify the descriptions 

but the categories of engaged, disengaged or 

disruptive for the scores of 0-2 should not be 

changed because they capture the escalation of 

behavior from no or low risk to high risk.

The textbox below tells us about Rana. How 

would you score her for behavior? Before 

you discuss it as a group, come to your own 

decision on how Rana should be scored for 

behavior. Write down your justification for her 

score. When you are finished share it with the 

person sitting on your right. When you have 

come to a consensus on what her score should 

be with your partner, discuss it with another pair. 

Do you agree? Is everyone’s justification valid? 

Remember, something like behavior can be 

extremely nuanced. The most important thing to 

keep in mind as you score behavior is that 

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

Rana is in grade 6 in a rural school. Although she is quite shy and hesitant to speak up in 

class, she always arrives to school on time, is well prepared and careful in her homework 

assignments. Occasionally she will raise her hand or ask to lead a classroom activity, but usually 

she seems content to take a very passive role in group activities, often sitting a bit apart from 

the other students in her group, observing what the others in the group are doing. She is 

polite, treats the other students with respect and often stays after school to help clean the 

blackboard and sweep the floor.

How would you score Rana’s behavior? Based on this indicator, would you score her as an 

at-risk child? Student behavior rarely falls easily and completely into one of the three risk 

categories – a student can exhibit behaviors that cross different categories. 

The “observable” student behaviors that define this indicator primarily revolve around four 

types of actions: interaction with teacher and other students (including “following” classroom 

and school rules); preparation in and attention to/completion of homework; participation in 

learning activities; and respect for individuals and school property. In your opinion, are these 

all equally weighted in terms of how much they put a student at risk of dropping out?



IDENTIFYING AT-RISK STUDENTS          PAGE 87

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

Figure 5I

THE SDPP EXPERIENCE: TEACHER ACTIONS AND STUDENT 
PERCEPTIONS

Student behavior is often influenced by what they are exposed to in the classroom. If a 
student feels comfortable and non-threatened, the student is more likely to be engaged 
in the learning process, participate in class, and cooperate with both the teacher and 
classmates.  The linchpin for a child friendly school is a friendly and caring environment. 
Teachers who care for their students and continually send the message their students count 
can elicit positive student behaviors. Teachers who create an atmosphere of tension or fear 
are likely to alienate some students (particularly vulnerable ones) from the learning process 
causing them to withdraw or act out.

Across all four SDPP countries most students felt that their teachers liked them and 
wanted them to succeed. However, when you begin to deconstruct their responses, a less 
positive portrait emerges. In three countries, there were high reports of the use of corporal 
punishment. Students felt that those students who gave the incorrect answer, received poor 
grades, or were poor were treated harshly. Girls believed that teachers discriminated on the 
basis of gender and not always to their advantage. 

These perceptions were corroborated to some extent by teachers. The majority of 
the teachers in all four countries felt that their job was to focus on students who were 
committed to their learning and doing well. For instance, 90% of the teachers in Cambodia 
held this view. When asked whose responsibility it was to address dropout in their schools, 
the answer was nearly unanimous: the parents. In Tajikistan, 87% of the teachers thought 
parents were responsible and, 100% of the teachers in India shared the same view.

Teachers were not necessarily unsympathetic to the situations that drove students to leave 
school but they did not feel responsible for the at-risk students and embraced the attitude 
that schooling was for those who can succeed—and some students never would or it would 
take too many resources to help them. They had no clear understanding of what led to 
students dropping out of school, could not explain what a “dropout” was, and had little idea 
on how to prevent it.  

Cambodia

AR        DO

 33%

 12% 13%

 87% 88%

 10% 18%

 10% 16%

 10% 17%

 6%+ 9%

India

AR        DO

 44% 49%

 50% 53%

 89% 78%

 47% 36%

 37% 33%

 35% 30%

 23% 22%

Tajikistan

AR        DO

 50%

 32% 41%

 83% 78%

 45% 37%

 38% 42%

 40% 35%

 35% 28%

Timor-Leste

AR        DO

 68% 71%

 43% 54%

 93% 89%

 

 27% 28%

 25% 24%

 23% 20%

 19% 17%

Actions & Attitudes

  

Publically criticized them

Used corporal punishment

Liked them

Girls felt:

Help boys more

Boys smarter than girls

Treat boys better

Criticize more than boys

AR - at-risk; DO - dropout
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you have a shared understanding and come 

to an agreement on what the score should 

be as a group since monitoring behavior over 

time captures progress, no progress or even 

a deteriorating situation. It becomes a very 

important measure signaling to you whether or 

not you are making a difference. When doing 

this as a school group, come to an agreement 

about what each score “looks like” before 

scoring the students in a classroom. 

Coursework Tracking Sheet
The third part of the ABCs, student’s 

coursework, ís important—especially in 

language and math. In some of the SDPP 

countries teachers averaged the scores for the 

two subjects. In other countries they scored 

each subject separately. Requiring teachers to 

average the scores adds to the difficulty and 

increases the risk of inaccurate scoring. Since 

the language of instruction (LOI) is such an 

important risk factor for students—especially 

in the early grades—simplifying the task by just 

tracking and scoring the LOI makes scoring 

much simpler. However, as a student transitions 

into the higher grades, tracking more than 

language adds value.

Table 5J is an example of how one country 

recorded student grades/marks. Note the 

number of steps the teachers take to average 

each student’s score.

After calculating the student percentages, they 

used the student coursework table to record the 

percentages for each student and applied the 

following rankings to determine risk.

• Record a 0 if the percentage is 61% or 

above 

• Record a 1 if the percentage is 51-60% 

• Record a 2 if the percentage is 50% or less.

Do you think this indicator is feasible to identify 

an observable pattern in student course work? 

How would you modify this to make it more 

suitable for your EWS? 

Although a rapid review of two subjects is 

sufficient to score students, monitor their 

patterns over a longer period of time and 

implement a case management approach, a 

more comprehensive perspective that examines 

what is happening in more subjects should be 

considered particularly at the junior and senior 

secondary level. 

Homework Completion Predictor 
Another indicator used to track student course 

work is to evaluate students’ diligence in 

completing homework. Tracking whether a 

student completes and turns in homework is an 

indication of commitment and interest. It’s also 

something that can be tracked more frequently 

than performance marks in many countries 

since examinations are often given only once 

or twice a year. Whether homework was well 

done or not—whether answers were correct 

or the student received a good grade on the 

homework—can be an important indicator of 

performance but is often difficult to track since 

it can be subject to teacher bias. In one SDPP 

country, the homework completion indicator 

intended to measure a student’s commitment to 

schooling and engaging in school tasks rather 

than how well the student did in coursework. 

Since completing homework is actionable 

with proper support, it can lead to improved 

performance and greater satisfaction in school.

Scoring and Ranking Students
Scoring and ranking to identify at-risk students 

should be done annually for incoming classes 

of students. The frequency with which SDPP 

scored students depended on the number of 

grades in the cohort of students it was working 

with over its years of experimentation in the 

schools.  For example, in India and Tajikistan, 

it scored the incoming classes of Grade 5 and 

Grade 9 students, respectively, each year, as 

it only worked with one grade in each country.  

However, in Cambodia and Timor-Leste, where 

it worked with multiple grades (Grade 7-9 and 
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Figure 5J 
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Grades 4-6, respectively) it scored the cohort 

of students only once while they were enrolled 

in the target grades.  For example, if a Grade 

7 student in Cambodia was scored in School 

Year 2012/13, he was not scored again when 

he entered Grade 8 in 2013/14 or Grade 9 in 

2014/15.  Only students newly entering the first 

or “entry grade” in subsequent school years 

(e.g., Grade 7 in Cambodia) were scored. 

The students who were previously identified as 

at-risk continued to be tracked and supported as 

they moved through the targeted grades. If you 

are working with more than four grades, consider 

rescoring students every three years or use a 

single key predictor (for instance, attendance) 

to rescore students annually. Table 5K on 

the following page shows the recommended 

frequency for scoring and ranking students.

When to Score
Scoring students should take place at the same 

time for the students in the targeted grade or 

groups of grades in all schools implementing an 

EWS.  (Remember only score those students 

entering the “entry” grade targeted by your 

EWS, who would not have been scored 

previously.)  

Ideally, scoring should take place at the end 

of the first month of school, which provides 

enough time to collect information about 

student behaviors, but allows the warning signs 

or patterns to emerge. For some indicators, 

such as coursework, it may be necessary to 

look to the previous year’s data on the student. 

The earlier the identification of at-risk students 

can take place, the better. This enables the 

EWS to start its “track and trigger” function early 

enough in the school year to provide at-risk 

students with support. 

The only time mid-year scoring takes place 

is when a new student enrolls in one of the 

targeted grades after the annual scoring 

process has been completed. In this case, the 

student should be scored the first month after 

he/she enrolls. The very fact the student has 

transferred during the school year signals a risk 

factor for dropping out of school.

In grade level classrooms (self-contained 

classrooms—generally in the lower primary 

grades) the classroom teacher conducts the 

scoring process. A teacher can carry out the 

scoring on his/her own, but having all the 

teachers together in one location when they 

score (and rank) their students contributes to 

teamwork, accountability and fidelity to the 

process.

In upper grade classrooms, even in the 

primary cycle, students often have multiple 

teachers.  They do, however, begin the day 

in a homeroom.  The homeroom teacher is 

typically responsible for taking attendance, 

preparing report cards, and contacting parents.  

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN SCORING AND 
TRACKING?

Scoring requires data from a particular 

point in time. Once students have been 

scored and ranked, the teacher should 

continue to track students and record 

data on all the selected indicators 

(especially the ABCs) throughout the 

academic year. 

The routine tracking and monitoring of 

at-risk data (e.g., attendance) will let 

the teacher know when a student is in 

particular difficulty on one of your key 

predictors and triggers first resonse 

strategies. Developing and using 

standardized forms to record at-risk 

student data ensures consistency and 

facilitates tracking. 
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Therefore, it makes sense for the homeroom 

teacher to lead the scoring and ranking process 

for the students in his/her homeroom class.  

Subject teachers support the process with 

required documentation (coursework marks/

grades, student behavior in class, etc.). 

Whether the classroom or homeroom teacher 

does the scoring, the teachers record the score 

for each student for each of the indicators in 

the appropriate column of the At-Risk Student 

Scoring Sheet (Figure 5L). Once each indicator 

has been scored, a student’s total score is 

recorded for the six indicators. This number 

should be a value between 0 and 12. 

How to Score
Identifying at-risk students is the crucial first 

step in implementing an EWS. This is typically 

the responsibility of the classroom or homeroom 

teacher as he/she is most likely to be tasked 

with taking attendance, consolidating grades 

and has the best knowledge of his/her students. 

Initially, teachers may require assistance from 

your program’s facilitators or EWS supervisors. 

It is important to carefully follow the steps in the 

scoring process giving each student a numeric 

risk level for each indicator in your EWS. As 

noted previously, the risk levels are based on 

a rubric of 0-2. A score of “0” represents low 

risk of dropping out of school, a “1” shows 

a medium risk of dropping out of school but 

Table 5K – An example of when scoring, ranking and tracking of students should be done

WHEN DO YOU SCORE, RANK AND TRACK STUDENT?
Example from Shintago School: Grades 3-6

Year one: 1st Cohort of Students:

1st Scoring and Ranking

Track, Score and Rank all students after 1st month of school    

Track, Score and Rank transfer students one month after enrolling   

Ongoing tracking of all at-risk students throughout the academic year

Grade 3 – 75 students

Grade 4 – 50 students

Grade 5 – 35 students

Grade 6 – 20 students

Year two: 2nd Cohort of Students:

Track new cohort of grade three students and transfer students in 
grades four and five.   

Ongoing tracking of all at-risk students throughout the academic year

Grade 3 – 75 students

Grade 4 – 60 students

Grade 5 – 55 students

Grade 6 – 30 students

Year three: 3rd Cohort of Students:

2nd Scoring and Ranking

Track, Score and Rank all students after 1st month of school 

Track, Score and Rank transfer students one month after enrolling  

Ongoing tracking of all at-risk students throughout the academic year

Grade 3 – 76 students

Grade 4 – 60 students

Grade 5 – 55 students

Grade 6 – 46 students
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Figure 5L
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Figure 5M
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Table 5N 

Score # of 
Students

# of 
Boys

# of 
Girls

Other (language, 
caste, enthicity, etc)

Risk 
Level

12

11

10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0

Total # of 
students

High

Medium

Low

AT-RISK STUDENT RANKING SHEET

signals that the student is struggling, and a “2” 

represents a high risk of dropping out of school. 

Students identified with a “2” are in urgent need 

of a rapid response. 

Figure 5M on the previous page provides an 

example from SDPP in India of how scoring was 

calibrated for one indicator—work obligations—

in an SDPP country.

How to Rank Students
When all students have been scored and their 

scores are totaled, use the At-Risk Student 

Ranking Sheet (Table 5N) to determine the 

students that fall into the various risk categories 

based your risk level thresholds (cut-off points). 

List the students in descending order based on 

their scores. Students with a score of 12 should 

be listed first, followed by students with scores 

of 11, and so on.

This table illustrates the different risk levels—

green for low, yellow for medium and red for 

high. These risk levels are illustrative and should 

not be automatically used for your risk level 

thresholds. The colors quickly tell you what their 

risk level is. Since the students at the highest 

risk demand more individualized support, careful 

consideration should be given to the threshold 

for this risk level. Each risk level threshold 

should be discussed with your EWS design 

team and should reflect the country context, 

including what the manageable (maximum) 

number of students are that a teacher can 

accommodate for the first response strategies. 

Figures 5O and 5P present examples of posters 

used with teachers to guide them through the 

scoring and ranking process in Tajikistan and 

Cambodia. Figure 5Q is an example of a Focus 

Child Profile from India that was completed 
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Figure 5O – Student Scoring Process used in Tajikistan
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Figure 5P – Student Tracking Sheet poster used in Cambodia
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Figure 5Q – Focus Child Profile Card used in India
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for every at-risk student. This was useful for 

implementing the first response strategies that 

will be dis discussed in the next unit. 

Determining Cut-off Point for At-Risk Levels
Determining your risk level thresholds is critical. 

Although you want to identify as many students 

as possible who have high risk for dropping out 

of school, you also need to make sure the level 

of effort is doable for the classroom teacher. A 

general rule to determine medium and high risk 

levels is to assume that the “at-risk” population 

is double the local dropout rate. 

For example, if the dropout rate in a given state 

is 24%, we might assume—as SDPP did—that 

the at-risk population is twice this number 

or 48%. This percentage is then used to 

determine the cut-off point for identifying who is 

considered as at-risk. In a class of 40 students 

with a cut-off point of 48%, the 19 students with 

the highest scores on the At-Risk Scoring Sheet 

would be considered at-risk.

Further guidelines to consider include:

• Students who receive a score of “8” or 

higher on a 12-point scale (based on six 

predictors) on the At-Risk Scoring Sheet 

should automatically be included in the high 

at-risk category. 

• Students who receive a “2” on the 

attendance indicator should automatically be 

included in the high at-risk category.

• In classes where more than 20 students 

qualify for high at-risk status, the 20 students 

with the highest scores should receive the 

full package of first response strategies. 

(Other students may be considered for 

partial treatment as detailed in the following 

section.)

• In classes where there are fewer than 20 

students (including at-risk and non-at-

risk) then all students should receive a full 

dropout intervention. This assumes that 

other things are being done to support at-

risk students such as wrap-around support 

through community activities.

SDPP found that in some countries, either the 

dropout rate or the students per class was so 

high, the number of at-risk students exceeded 

the teacher’s capacity to support them all with 

the same level of intensity. In order to deal 

with this, SDPP developed a tiered system of 

treatment, which in turn was reflected in the 

scoring. (See the textbox above.)

Determining Full and Partial Treatment
One suggested approach to balance the tension 

between reaching as large a population of at-

risk students as possible without overwhelming 

teachers with the first response strategies is 

to implement a two-tiered response system. 

This two-tiered approach makes a distinction 

between students at high risk of dropping out 

and students who are at medium risk. If you 

decide to implement a two-tiered approach, 

adjust first response strategies activities 

accordingly. In this case, students at high risk 

(having scored 8+ on the At-Risk Scoring Sheet) 

will receive the full EWS treatment, including 

activities such as exposure to enrichment 

activities, homework assistance, tutoring, 

medical assistance, etc. 

Although SDPP determined that the maximum 

number of students a single teacher can 

manage effectively with full EWS intervention 

was 20, this is a rule of thumb and may 

TOO MANY AT-RISK 
STUDENTS?

SDPP found that 20 students were the 

maximum number of at-risk students 

one teacher could feasibly support with 

a full “package” of EWS first response 

strategies. This number was used to 

determine what the medium risk and 

high risk thresholds would be.
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be adjusted according to context-specific 

circumstances. Students who are designated at 

medium risk for dropout (for example, scoring 

4-8 on a 12 point scale on the At-Risk Scoring 

Sheet) would receive partial EWS treatment 

such as calling the parents, as opposed to 

visiting them at home, and the continued 

tracking of course work and behavior. For 

example, a student who is at high risk could 

participate in after school tutoring or support 

completing homework in addition to the normal 

first response strategies. In contrast, students 

at a lower risk with only partial treatment would 

not participate in the after school tutoring or 

homework assistance if capacity were not 

sufficient to include them.

In this unit you have learned how the process 

for an EWS Component 1—identifying at-risk 

students—works. The scoring and ranking 

process enables teachers and schools to focus 

on students who exhibit behaviors that predict 

they are highly likely to drop out of school. But 

identifying these students is not the ultimate 

goal. Now, you must do something to lower 

their risk factors. In Unit 6 we will discuss first 

response strategies (FRSs). FRSs are activities 

that school personnel, parents and communities 

do to support at-risk students.
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SCHOOL’S FIRST RESPONSE BRINGS STUDENT 
BACK FROM THE BRINK OF DROPOUT

Ramita lives with her family in Dalsinghsarai, Samastipur, Bihar. Her father is usually out of town and 

her mother works in the fields. She spends long stretches of time not seeing both her parents. Ramita 

is the one who takes care of her younger siblings and helps her mother with housework. 

Although Ramita dares to dream big and wants to study and make her dreams come true, her 

environment at home and lack of encouragement from her family to attend school caused her to miss 

school regularly. The more school she missed, the worse her course performance became, placing her 

well below grade level. 

Fortunately, the USAID-funded SDPP program Early Warning System was implemented in her school. 

It signaled that she had attended school only 46% of the school year and her performance score was 

scored at the highest risk level on the Focus Child Identification system. The results clearly showed that 

Ramita was at high risk of dropping out.

Teachers and SDPP staff made efforts to better understand her situation and design a strategy to 

keep Ramita in school and help to create a more conducive and sustainable learning environment for 

her both in her home and at school. The Community Champions began visiting her parents regularly 

holding conversations with them helping them to understand the value of keeping their daughter in 

“I would go mad if I did not come 
to school. I want to study.” 

Continued



school. The Community Champions showed them how many days of school she was missing and 

discussed the things that were causing her poor performance. They also discussed ways to provide 

her support such as reducing her work responsibilities at home. 

Ramita began attending the enrichment program where she took part in fun activities including arts, 

sports, body movement and language. Her interest in school grew as did her level of confidence 

and motivation to try new things. After working with clay in the art classes, she said, “I will use this 

technique to make toys for everyone in my village during Diwali (an Indian festival).” 

Everyone noticed the changes in her behavior and positive attitude towards school and learning. They 

noted that she began to “grab at” any opportunity that came her way to lead activities in class, and 

to make an extra effort to do better at her language lessons. She began interacting more with her 

classmates and responded more in class. Her teacher regularly monitored her attendance and saw it 

improve from 46% to 89%. Her course performance improved too. She was reading much better and 

even writing sentences and reading in class.

At the Open House hosted at Ramita’s school her mother was so proud of her daughter that she had 

tears in her eyes. “I have never gone to school, but now my daughter will study. Even if I sleep on an 

empty stomach, I will try and send her to school every day. She comes home and shares everything 

she did in school. She sings hariyaali idhar udhar.. hariyaali, idhar udhar (an energizer from the 

enrichment sessions).”

Ramita now believes her dreams will come true. “I want to study to become a teacher when I am older. 

Why do I want to become a teacher? Because I think the job of a teacher is very valuable. They help 

people become educated and that helps our nation develop.”
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In Unit 5 you learned about predictors and 

indicators—how to select good ones—and how 

they are used to score and rank students for 

risk of dropping out of school. The process of 

scoring and ranking students is the first critical 

step to support at-risk students. However, if you 

just identify them and then do nothing beyond 

that, it is highly likely that students already 

exhibiting the warning signs of dropping out 

will not alter their path toward school dropout. 

In an attempt to prevent them from dropping 

out of school, the early identification for at-risk 

1
2
3

FIRST RESPONSE STRATEGIES TO DROPOUT
At-risk students may miss excessive amounts of school, causing them to do poorly 

on their school work. Stresses at home may lead them to act out or withdraw in 

class, alienating them from school and their classmates. As they disengage, they 

may become less interested in school and miss even more days. They may also think 

they are so far behind in their studies that they will never catch up. And they may ask 

themselves “Why should I continue going to school when I could be more useful at 

home or working and not experience the shame of failure at school?”  Unit 6 explores 

the first response strategies triggered by the negative behaviors of at-risk students. 

The EWS first response strategies are not intended to address all the deep-rooted 

cultural, social, economic and educational problems that can cause dropout. They 

aim instead at immediate intervention to stem the tide of absenteeism, behavioral 

problems, academic failure or other risk predictors you have identified. This unit will 

guide you through four essential school-level actions to support at-risk students. By 

sharing tools and techniques used by SDPP, it will show you how to work with schools 

to track student patterns of behavior to trigger intervention, child-friendly teaching 

and learning methods to make the school a more positive environment for at-risk 

students, constructive communications with parents to jointly address the problems, 

and a school-based case management process that focuses the attention of teachers 

on helping struggling students, who often are dismissed, ignored or simply fall 

between the cracks.   

students, and then tracking and monitoring their 

ongoing behaviors, activates the safety net that 

at-risk students so desperately need. 

The second component of an EWS System 

consists of first response strategies. They are 

part of the safety net that starts in the classroom 

and the school immediately after the scoring and 

ranking has been completed. Once teachers 

know that students are at risk of dropping 

out, they can take the first action to address 

the negative behaviors that can lead to school 
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dropout. Your task now is to design the first 

response strategies of your EWS.

This unit provides an overview of the first 

response strategies a teacher carries out and 

the information needed to track to help the 

at-risk student. It begins with a discussion of 

the steps school personnel take to forge a 

partnership with families to help families better 

understand what they can do to support their 

children’s schooling. The following are initial 

steps school personnel must take to support at-

risk students and the information and tracking 

forms teachers will need to jump-start first 

response strategies.

What are First Response 
Strategies?
As described in Unit 5, all the students in 

the grades targeted by EWS in a school are 

scored for risk and ranked based on their 

scoring totals. As a result, the teachers now 

know which students are at the greatest risk of 

dropping out of school. Those at greatest risk 

are flagged to receive a full package of support 

activities and those at medium risk are flagged 

to receive a partial package. The teachers also 

know the students who are at low risk. These 

students play an important role since they can 

be partnered as “buddies” with other students—

especially the medium risk students—enabling 

the teacher to provide more individualized 

support to the students at greatest risk. 

First response strategies consist of four school-

level actions to support at-risk students:

1. Tracking student patterns of behavior

When teachers track an at-risk student, they 

regularly gather information to monitor the 

at-risk student’s progress against the selected 

predictor indicators, and accordingly modify 

instruction and other activities to encourage and 

motivate the at-risk students. The information 

also helps school personnel to identify ways that 

families and community support teams can help 

in the effort to keep these students in school. 

Developing standardized forms to track and 

monitor progress is very important to long term 

success.

2. Child-friendly teaching and learning 

methodologies (CFTL)

CFTL helps to make the school a more inviting 

and less threatening environment. They can 

increase student engagement in the learning 

process and in school life. This is extremely 

important for at-risk students since they often 

feel isolated from learning activities, their 

teachers, and their peers. CFTL use hands-on, 

interactive and participatory individual and group 

learning activities to make learning more fun and 

abstract concepts more concrete and easier for 

struggling students to understand. 

CFTL methods also encourage student 

interaction and collaboration. At-risk students 

need to feel their participation is important and 

matters to other people. Amplifying their sense 

of inclusion is one of the best ways to foster 

their sense of “I belong here. I can do this.” 

and to increase their desire to be in school. 

Engaging them in learning activities that require 

working in groups encourages their sense of 

belonging and also develops collaboration 

and problem-solving skills. These problem-

solving skills—the ability to consider multiple 

perspectives and solutions—can transfer from 

the classroom to real life situations that can lead 

to not dropping out of school.

3. Communication with parents/guardians

Once the at-risk students have been identified, 

the school now must notify parents/guardians 

about the negative behaviors that put their child 

at risk of dropping out of school. Notification 

must be followed by one-on-one discussions 

with parents/guardians about what to do to “fix” 

the problem (particularly improving attendance). 

This school-family contact can lead to reversing 

the risk factors. Ultimately it can forge more 

positive and proactive interactions between 

the school and the home. As communication 
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increases, parent/guardian engagement 

transitions from contact initiated by the school 

about problems to more proactive and positive 

family involvement with the school and the 

child’s education.  

4. Case management

On a monthly basis, teachers and the school 

director and/or deputy director should conduct 

case management meetings to discuss 

the progress or problems of each at-risk 

student. Although this demands a high level 

of involvement and commitment on the part 

of the school personnel, it can be the most 

important first response strategy. Discussions 

during case management meetings that 

examine and review the problems students are 

experiencing and what can be done to respond 

to them also helps to identify their root causes. 

The case management process can help the 

school respond to the symptoms—negative 

behaviors—that lead to dropout. It can be a first 

step toward examining some of the underlying 

factors in the school environment and teacher 

behavior that may “push” students out of 

school. 

For example, a school in India was able to 

obtain medical care for a student who was 

frequently absent because of sickness. In 

Cambodia a school got a bike donated for a 

girl who frequently missed school or arrived 

late because of the long distance she walked 

each day to get there. Although these kinds 

of support options are unusual in many 

communities—especially those in which 

resources are limited—when a school does 

have an active and supportive community 

partnering with it in efforts to address school 

dropout (see Unit 6), support can reach into the 

broader community for the highest risk students 

with extreme situations. 

Just as dropping out of school is a process 

that takes place over time—sometimes a long 

time—first response strategies to keep at-risk 

students in school are also a process—and 

sometimes a long one.

These school-level actions are discussed in 

further detail below. 

Action 1: Tracking Student 
Patterns of Behavior
The three most important patterns to routinely 

and accurately track and monitor are the 

ABC predictors—attendance, behavior and 

coursework. An EWS is predicated on individual 

student information. In most countries, teachers 

are expected to regularly and routinely collect 

and record some of this data on each student. 

The record books that most teachers produce 

are examples of this. These record books, 

however, often show incomplete or inaccurate 

data—for example, all students are often 

recorded as present over a lengthy time period. 

And in many cases, the data may be recorded 

at the classroom—not student—level. 

Teachers will likely not record information if 

they do not understand its purpose, if they 

think that the data will be used to evaluate 

them, or if recording it requires too much time. 

Training teachers to understand how the timely 

collection, recording and review of student 

information can help them to better support 

students is essential to EWS success. The 

textbox on the following page—“The State of 

Student Records: SDPP’s Experience”—shares 

some of the situations SDPP encountered prior 

to (and sometimes after) launching its EWS 

intervention. 

It is important to ensure that data is collected, 

recorded and completed on a regular and 

frequent basis. Providing schools with the 

forms teachers use to “track and trigger” 

and training them how to use the forms is a 

good way to do this. For instance, in India, 

SDPP consolidated the EWS forms into one 

booklet for the teachers. See Table 6A for an 

example of a Track and Trigger weekly form that 

captures both the tracking information and any 

first response strategies that were taken. It is 

important that any form or collection of forms 
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THE STATE OF STUDENT RECORDS: SDPP’s EXPERIENCE

• Regular data collection and record-keeping on students was part of every teacher’s job 
description.

• Information (such as attendance) was collected irregularly. 

• Data was not always recorded, even if collected. 

• Written records were often incomplete, hard to find (which signals they weren’t done 
often) and/or inaccurate. 

• Aggregate classroom-level data was recorded, rather than the prescribed individual 
student-level data, especially for attendance, which did not allow for monitoring the 
status of individual students.

• Data was not collected often enough to detect patterns needed to trigger first response 
strategies. For instance, student course performance often consisted of one or two 
exams per year.

• There was no consistent method to record information from school to school or even 
within a school. The lack of standardized collection procedures or forms made it difficult 
to review student progress.

• Few schools had procedures in place to rigorously review teacher records to ensure 

compliance and accountability.

enable the teachers to see the relationship 

between the information they collect and the 

first response strategies they should take. Figure 

6A shows how the “track and trigger” process 

works. Teachers track information for key 

indicators (the ABCs are used in this example) 

and review this information for patterns of risk 

behaviors. If they see problems in the student’s 

patterns, it triggers actions to take to support 

the student.

You can use an individual form for each at-risk 

student showing a running record across all the 

indicators. This allows the teacher to get a more 

holistic overview of what is happening with an 

individual student. Or one form could be used 

for each indicator showing what is happening 

with all the at-risk students in a classroom. Each 

approach has its pros and cons. Regardless 

of the form that is used, keeping a record 

documenting progress is a very strong motivator 

for the teacher, the student and the parents/

guardians. 

Table 6B illustrates a running record for Marie, 

a student who was scored at high-risk. Her 

teacher meets with Marie to review her progress 

as part of the continuous assessment methods 

she uses in her classroom. Being able to show 

Marie areas where she has improved and met 

her objectives and ones where she has not 

helps her in school.

You may also consider offering some low-cost 

incentives to encourage teachers to complete 

the form. School supplies they can use in their 

teaching, such as extra stationery or chalk, are 

often in short supply and high demand. But you 

need to be cautious about incentivizing activities 

that are already a standard part of their job and 

are often a part of their performance evaluation. 

Showing teachers what the information 

means and how to use the information to 

support at-risk students generally leads to 

their cooperation. Likewise, you may consider 

providing schools with an incentive package of 

low-cost/high-value items such as a collection 
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Figure 6A – The Track and Trigger process
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of books for the library, sports equipment, or 

arts/crafts supplies. SDPP provided document 

file cabinets as an incentive to maintain records.

The most important thing you can do to enlist 

teachers’ cooperation rests on you, the EWS 

designers. As you decide what information is 

needed to implement first response strategies, 

“precise and picky” is the guiding rule! Don’t ask 

teachers to track non-essential information. The 

more you ask them to do, the less likely they 

will do it. If they become overwhelmed, they 

are likely to ignore certain steps or may stop 

collecting data altogether. It’s very important to 

listen to them and solicit their ideas for making 

the EWS more useful and efficient. In response 

to teacher complaints, SDPP modified and 

simplified the tracking forms in each country. 

Monitoring for fidelity is very important. It is 

important to make sure that student data for the 

EWS is being recorded regularly and accurately. 

During fidelity visits you can also solicit teacher 

feedback on ways to improve your tracking 

system and ways to make tracking less 

burdensome. This also fosters their ownership 

of the EWS. Remember, the guiding principles 

for an EWS are effective communication, 

transparency and accountability. This is not just 

school-family communication; it applies equally 

to school-agency as well. 

A system of a weekly review of teacher records 

by the school director/deputy director is an 

important component of accountability. If he/she 

notes that there are problems with the record 

keeping with several teachers in the school, you 

might consider visiting the school to learn more 

about why the records are not kept. 

In some cases, it might be something as simple 

as the teachers do not really know how to 

complete the form. In this case, a school-based 

workshop can easily resolve the problem. 

Table 6B 

TRACK AND TRIGGER WEEKLY FORM

Student Name:  Marie

Date Tracking

Attendance Behavior Homework Marks

First Response Strategies

Student Calls Home Visit

15/04/14 Missed 2 
days

Achieved 
2 targets 
(asking 
questions, 
working 
with others 
in groups)

Completed all 
assignments 
but 2 were a 
day late

40% 
score

Reviewed 
behavior 
objectives; 
discussed 
next week’s 
objectives; 
assigned a 
buddy

Called 
parent about 
absences; 
discussed 
homework 
support

Will discuss 
at case 
management 
meeting next 
week

22/04/14 Missed 1 
days

Achieved 1 
target

Completed all 
assignments

42% 
score

Improvement 
in all targets

Arranged 
home visit for 
the end of the 
week/PTA will 
come too
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TIP:  The data used to track at-risk 

students must be easy to gather and 

easy to understand. It must also lead to a 

specific action to support at-risk students. 

Collecting the data must enable teachers 

and families/guardians to monitor what 

is happening to help keep students in 

school. Do not collect data for the sake 

of collecting data.

TIP:  Make sure school directors and 

teachers understand that at-risk students 

are being tracked and monitored so 

that the school can better do its job of 

supporting them. Data is not intended to 

be used to punish students, isolate them 

or lower teacher expectations for their 

achievement. 

Resistance on the part of teachers is a different 

issue that demands a much more engaged 

conversation to determine what action is 

needed. Ultimately, if the problem continues and 

there does not seem to be a way to resolve it, 

you may consider removing that school from the 

program, if that is an option. 

Tracking Attendance
The most influential student behavior pattern 

to track and address is attendance. Student 

absenteeism can be very high in some 

countries. The SDPP Situational Analysis 

found that between 30 and 56 percent of at-

risk students had been absent for more than 

15 consecutive days of school (See Figure 

6C). Moreover, there was a high tolerance 

for absenteeism by school personnel. Most 

teachers believed that missing 4-5 days of 

school per month—the equivalent of one week, 

or 25 percent of the time—was acceptable and 

no real cause for concern or action.

Time missed from school can be highly 

detrimental to all students. For those students 

struggling with other issues, absenteeism often 

catalyzes the downward spiral to dropout. In 

STUDENT ABSENTEE RATES 
FROM THE SDPP SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS

Percentage of Students Absent from School for More Than 15 Consecutive Days

Figure 6C

Dropout Child

At-Risk Student

Tajikistan

ABSENTEE PERCENTAGE

0 20 40 60

Timor-Leste

Cambodia

India

53%
52%

42%
30%

39%

56%

55%

34%
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addition to lost instructional time and the poor 

performance it engenders, missing school has 

other negative impacts. Students have more 

difficulty forming positive relationships with 

their peers and teachers, which contributes to 

their sense of isolation. Since their schoolwork 

becomes more challenging due to gaps in 

instruction and less time to reinforce what is 

being taught, their frustration increases, which 

can result in learning blocks, resistance and/

or a sense of failure and being unable to “do it” 

(learned helplessness). 

When students develop this sense of failure, 

they are more likely to exhibit behaviors in 

the classroom that further isolate them and 

create barriers for success. Missing school for 

whatever reason sets in motion a vicious cycle 

that must be stopped. Improving at-risk student 

attendance patterns may be the single-most 

important step in preventing dropout. School 

directors and teachers, when confronted with 

accurate data about student absenteeism, 

begin to appreciate the deleterious effect it has 

on their students and on their productivity as 

teachers.  

Typically, class or homeroom teachers take 

student attendance. When students have classes 

with more than one teacher, their attendance 

needs to be tracked in all the classes, not just 

in the homeroom. At-risk students will often 

come late, leave early, or skip classes. Teachers 

may resist taking attendance more than once 

during the day, so other approaches may be 

considered. In India, the SDPP team successfully 

used student class monitors to take and 

record attendance. To avoid stigmatizing the 

at-risk students, the attendance of all students 

should be tracked. Another option is to engage 

community volunteers willing to help. (See the 

textbox below to see how India addressed this 

problem.)

Tracking Behavior
Student behavior is the second key predictor of 

school dropout. In addition to the way a student 

interacts with learning activities and his/her 

peers, aberrant and excessive behavior in the 

classroom may signal that something is going 

on outside of school. You can use a behavior 

tracking template to monitor classroom behavior. 

The form to track and monitor behavior is 

framed on the same structure as the one used to 

COMMUNITY CHAMPIONS IN INDIA

India engaged Community Champions (CC) to assist homeroom teachers to implement EWS 

first response strategies. CCs were young adults (18-28) with at least a 10th grade education, 

who lived in and were well-regarded by the school-community. They worked at the schools 

and in the communities for 4-6 hours on school days, and were paid a small stipend. 

Their EWS responsibilities included:

• Collecting student attendance each day 

• Making a weekly record of student attendance

• Supporting teachers in filling out student data records, including course performance 

• Calling parents of students who had missed school 

• Making home visits to parents/guardians of students 

• Helping to organize Open Houses 
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TIP:  At-risk students should never 

be referred to in negative terms (e.g., 

“slow”, “stupid”, “problem students”). 

SDPP schools in India called them focus 

students, which reduced the risk of them 

being targeted for bullying or teasing.

score the students: engaged, disengaged and 

disruptive. (See Unit 5)

Whether and how often teachers record student 

behavior should be ascertained during your 

EWS design. In some countries, teachers are 

required to mark/grade behavior on a per-term 

basis. The evaluation process they use for this 

is not often clear. It is likely that you will be 

introducing the concept of tracking behavior in 

your schools. 

Why do you need to track behavior? Behavior 

affects how much and how well students may 

be learning and consequently performing. 

Tracking behavior over time also can signal 

things taking place in the life of the student. The 

textbox below provides examples of things that 

can be happening in a child’s life that teachers 

should be aware of and ready to discuss during 

the case management meetings.

The more frequently student behavior is 

recorded, the easier it is to see a pattern and 

the more reliable the pattern will be. However, 

recording more frequently also increases the 

recording burden. During the design process, to 

maximize the chances of compliance you should 

discuss with teachers and school representatives 

the methods for evaluating behavior and how 

often they think it should be done.   

Keep in mind, however, that there must be 

regular and frequent tracking and monitoring. 

It might be that schools will opt to track the 

most at-risk students twice a week for a specific 

period of time (for instance, the first three 

months) and then if behavior patterns change, 

do it less frequently until more non-engaged 

or aggressive behavior starts up again. It is 

also recommended that you track behavior at 

different times of the school day to determine if 

the behavior patterns get worse at certain times. 

If you notice a significant pattern of disengaged 

EXTREME BEHAVIOR CAN 
SIGNAL:

• abuse

• hunger

• being bullied or harassed

• sickness or death in the family

• pregnancy

• rape 

• substance abuse

• anxiety/depression

• change in health

• change in family economic stability
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or disruptive behavior later in the school day, the 

answer may be something as simple as telling 

the parents to send food for their child to eat at 

mid-day.

If more than one teacher is involved in the 

case management of a student, they all should 

complete the tracking form and all should 

contribute information about the student’s 

classroom engagement. If all but one teacher 

records positive and engaged behavior, the 

issue may be more about the interpersonal 

relationship with that particular teacher. This 

demands a different response than a student 

who is disengaged or disruptive in all his/

her classes. Tracking is not meant to judge or 

evaluate either the student or the teacher. It 

is only a means to identify a problem, better 

understand underlying causes and ultimately 

to provide support to the at-risk student. 

The emphasis should be on how to improve 

something – not to cast blame.

Table 6D on the following page is an example of 

a behavior tracking form that identifies specific 

classroom engagement behaviors that would be 

scored as a 0, 1 or 2 using the template shown 

in Table 6E. Since the form is framed around 

desired behaviors for student engagement 

(on-task and engaged) it documents behavior 

patterns for the case management meeting and 

can also be used as a behavior mediation tool 

in which specific targets are set and discussed 

with the student. 

Even if a teacher faithfully uses the template, 

there is considerable risk of subjectivity and 

personal bias. Looking at behavior patterns for 

an individual student among several teachers 

provides a better snapshot of how a student 

acts in class. For instance, are there certain 

times of the day or certain subjects when the 

student is more or less engaged, or is there 

even more pronounced disengagement with a 

certain teacher? 

Keep in mind that since the behavior information 

should be used to inform a support strategy, 

the extremes in behavior are of less value than 

consistent behavior. However, uncharacteristic 

behaviors merit investigation. The teacher may 

learn that something is happening at home that 

is triggering misbehavior in school. When school 

personnel are made aware of this dynamic, it is 

easier for them to design a support system that 

responds to the cause.

The information can also be used to discuss 

engaged behavior with the student. For 

example, a teacher could point out to the 

student how much progress he has made in the 

last month in staying on task and completing 

schoolwork or point out areas that need 

improvement while sending the message, “I 

know you can do better.” The teacher can 

praise the student for working harder. The form 

that focuses on behavior modification clearly 

has its limitations. If you were to develop a 

behavior monitoring form, how would you revise 

this one to make it more responsive to your 

EWS and classroom dynamics?

Coursework Tracking
Student marks/grades need to be tracked 

on a frequent and consistent basis. While 

most schools record marks, they may do 

so infrequently. Ideally, student performance 

assessment should include more than just 

exam results; it should reflect how the student 

is progressing over short intervals of time. 

The textbox titled “Continuous Assessment 

Principles” outlines key features of the use of 

continuous assessment in the classroom.1 

While continuous assessment can be quite 

complex and time-consuming, easy-to-use 

rapid appraisal activities can be adopted, 

including completion of homework assignments, 

participation in learning activities, and response 

to questions.

Table 6F can be used to monitor and code a 

student’s homework and performance. Using a 

code in a tracking cell can guide a teacher on 

more than whether the student is performing 

well or not. There may be observable patterns 
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CONTINUOUS ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES

• A classroom strategy implemented by teachers 

• Assesses student knowledge, understanding, and skills

• Includes a variety of methods over time to observe multiple tasks

• Collects information about what pupils know, understand, and can do

• Includes curriculum-based tasks of what is taught in class

• Occurs frequently during the school year

• Part of regular teacher-pupil interaction

• Provides immediate feedback from teachers based on individual performance 

• Identifies topics not yet mastered for review and remediation 

• identifies students who need review and remediation

Table 6E 

0 Behavior Engaged 

On task 

Follows instructions

Active participation

No disruptive behavior

Prepared

Comes on time/does 
not leave early

1 Behavior Disengaged

Doesn’t follow instructions

Doesn’t pay attention/
daydreams /sleeps during 
teaching

Excessively shy, withdrawn even 
during free periods

Doesn’t do assignments

Doesn’t respond/ask to any 
questions

2 Behavior Disruptive

Comes late to class

Comes in and out of class without 
teacher’s permission

Takes the learning materials from 
other students

Does not bring textbooks and 
notebooks

Talks out loud during desk work 

Talks to other students during class

Throws chalk/paper

Speaks out of turn, dominates

Pushes other students for space

Makes fun/name calling of other 
students

Hits/bullies other students

Destroys/defaces school property

Behavior conducive 
to learning and 
positive interaction 

Behavior affects their 
engagement in the learning 
activities

Behavior affects the 
engagement and learning of 
other students and the teacher’s 
ability to manage the class

STUDENT BEHAVIOR SCORING TEMPLATE
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when homework is not turned in. Keep in mind 

that in some countries, homework is not given or 

is not given regularly, particularly in the primary 

grades. Your team should determine what the 

practice is in your target schools during the EWS 

design phase.

Each possible cause for failure to complete 

homework demands a different type of response 

from the school or family. To gather more 

information and better understand what is 

happening, a teacher might talk to the student 

to learn more about what is contributing to the 

problem. The coded homework tracking form 

is easy to use and provides teachers with a lot 

of data at-a-glance about what an individual 

student is doing—or not doing.

Failure to do homework can be caused by many 

things. Incorporating the use of prompts to 

document the student’s homework completion 

patterns can provide useful insights. Tracking 

the causes—perceived or real—for the failure 

to do homework assignments may show an 

overall lack of commitment or continual lack of 

understanding of the subject matter. This kind of 

data helps to create a bigger picture of what is 

going on with the student.  

To keep things simple, a homework tracking 

sheet could be used for all major subjects—

language or math—as a proxy for overall 

homework performance. Alternatively, subject 

teachers could be asked to complete a 

homework tracking form for at-risk students 

in the subjects they teach. Tracking multiple 

subjects helps determine if the pattern you 

see is subject-specific or more of an overall 

engagement problem, but that takes time. Keep 

in mind that it is better to get some data than 

none at all.

Table 6G is an example of a form from Tajikistan 

to track student performance. The target grade 

was at the end of the compulsory education 

cycle. The SDPP team felt it was important to 

monitor all subjects since many of them were 

required to advance into Grade 10. In most 

cases, tracking mathematics and language 

(language of instruction in the early primary 

grades) would be sufficient.

Action 2: Creating a Child-
Friendly Classroom
First response strategies are put into place 

immediately after the scoring and ranking 

processes are completed. The principles 

of a child-friendly school are based on the 

understanding that when students feel cared 

for and supported, they enjoy school more 

and perform better. Indeed, once teachers 

are trained to use CFTL they should use them 

even before the scoring and ranking. They are 

a foundation of good teaching for all students. 

When teachers are aware of the at-risk students 

in their classrooms, they can monitor them more 

carefully and make sure they are providing them 

with positive reinforcement and make them feel 

welcome.

Table 6H outlines the principles of child-friendly 

schools. Child-friendly schools are inclusive, 

offer effective and relevant academics, provide 

a healthy, safe and protective environment, 

are gender responsive and encourage 

the participation of students, families and 

communities. Illustrative examples are provided 

for each principle.

Figure 6I is a poster that was used in Timor-

Leste to address bullying. One of the EWS 

objectives in their child-friendly strategy was 

to help students to use conflict resolution 

strategies. The team designed the poster “Step 

to Step” to outline steps they could take if they 

saw a student being bullied or were a victim 

of bullying. Hanging the poster on the wall in 

classrooms was a reminder of the steps to take 

to address aggressive behavior. It was also a 

reminder to the teachers they should not allow 

bullying or harassment of other students in their 

classrooms and schools and that they should 

monitor and address bullying that happened as 
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Table 6H

CHARACTERISTICS OF A CHILD-FRIENDLY SCHOOL

Inclusive

•	 Accommodations made for special needs students

•	 Study buddies assigned for struggling students

•	 Learning activities do not exclude students based on knowledge levels, ethnicity, religion, 
gender, etc. 

•	 Uses a participatory and child-centered pedagogy that builds on individual student learning 
styles

Effective and relevant academics

•	 Adequate learning resources

•	 Language of instruction (LOI) in early grades is the home language of the students

•	 Frequent assessment (use continuous assessment) to measure student mastery and 
progress

Healthy, safe and protective environment

•	 Age appropriate furniture

•	 Clean and tidy classrooms

•	 Non-abusive discipline and classroom management strategies (no corporal punishment, 
no assigning of excessive garden work as a punishment, no chastising a student in front of 
other students or teachers, no screaming)

•	 Clean water

•	 Security fences or barrier 

•	 Focuses on the whole child, including the non-educational needs of students, such as 
health and nutrition

•	 Respects the rights of student

•	 Does not allow bullying

Gender Responsive

•	 Separate latrines for girls and boys

•	 Girls and boys are called on equally to answer higher-order thinking and problem solving 
questions (application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, creation)

•	 Girls and boys lead activities equally

•	 No sexual harassment

Participation of students, families and communities

•	 Provides information to parents/guardians on their child’s performance

•	 Encourages parents/guardians to visit school and be involved in special ways

•	 Has a PTA and/or SMC

•	 Creates student associations
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students walked to and from school. 

The second example, Figure 6J, was used in 

India to explain the first response strategies. 

The poster served as an “aide memoire” for 

school personnel, and was instrumental in 

fostering accountability by publicly posting what 

steps should be taken to implement the first 

response. Since it was posted in a public place 

where parents and other community leaders 

could see it, it was also an effective action to 

Figure 6I – Anti-bullying poster in Timor-Leste

foster awareness about school dropout and the 

actions the school was taking to mitigate it in 

their community.

Would it be helpful to distribute a poster in 

your schools? Do you think it would encourage 

teachers to use the first response strategies in 

their classrooms? Do you think a poster like the 

examples provided here would contribute to 

accountability and fidelity of implementation for 

the first response strategies?
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Figure 6J – India’s first response strategies poster
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Action 3: Communication with 
Families
Why is it important to communicate with 

families about their children? One reason is 

to better monitor attendance. The textbox 

below underscores how few parents in the 

SDPP countries were aware of their children’s 

absences prior to the implementation of the 

EWS. 

Clearly, families—along with the child—are the 

most important decision-makers in whether a 

child stays in school or withdraws. Talking to 

them about the importance of education and 

how to help their child succeed in school can 

strongly influence their course of action. But 

parents and guardians may sometimes fail 

to appreciate or be unaware of the negative 

behaviors that may harm the chances of their 

child staying in school.  

WERE PARENTS AWARE OF THEIR CHILD’S ATTENDANCE PATTERNS?

The SDPP situational analysis examining the factors and conditions affecting dropout showed 

a similar phenomenon in all four countries—namely, a significant percentage of parents were 

often unaware of their children’s school attendance patterns and behaviors. It also highlighted 

that communication between school personnel and parents/guardians was limited. And when 

the communication did happen, it was often communicated by notes or verbal messages 

brought to the parents/guardians by the student. 

The qualitative analysis conducted at the end of the project showed a common thread in all 

four countries: communication with parents had increased significantly and had generated an 

increased parental awareness of their child’s school attendance, behavior and performance. 

This is in stark contrast to what was learned in the situational analysis carried out before the start 

of the EWS intervention. Parents across the four countries reported they were often unaware 

of their child’s absences from school. Additionally, some parents told SDPP data collectors 

they would let their children stay home from school even if there was no pressing need and 

the child just did not want to go to school that day. The overwhelming majority of parents 

reported they had very little contact with the school. The common theme in all of the countries 

was that the gap between the school and families was very wide.

What was the impact of the first response strategies? In all the countries there was a 

pronounced difference in the communication between schools and families. For instance, 

nearly 90% of the parents in Tajikistan indicated contact had increased because of the first 

response strategies. SDPP also saw that in some cases the parents came to the school on 

their own initiative to discuss their child’s schooling even without a notice about their child’s 

absences. This is dramatically different when compared with the relationship prior to SDPP. 

The data also suggests that parents in all the SDPP countries began monitoring their child’s 

attendance more carefully. Additionally, one of the most pronounced impacts, other than 

improved attendance prompted by the communication, appears to be improvement in 

completion of homework, followed by improved behavior.  

Although the sampling numbers and individuals contacted in the two research studies 

(situational analysis and qualitative analysis) were done at different times with different 

respondents, they provide a notable comparison in the attitudes and reactions of both the 

parents and their children.
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Figure 6K – Postcards used in Timor-Leste to notify parents of absences
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A key feature of an EWS is to strengthen 

the lines of communication between the 

school and the family through more direct, 

immediate and constructive channels. These 

include contacting parents/guardians through 

letters and post cards (often delivered by 

classmates or community members), telephone 

calls and home visits. EWS uses a clearly 

defined structure and escalating process for 

communicating with parents, based on set 

risk levels for attendance, performance and 

behavior. 

Each of the EWS strategies to communicate 

with parents is discussed more fully below.

Written Communication to Parents
The early in Early Warning System means that 

actions are taken in a timely fashion before 

problems reach a critical stage. When a child 

has missed a pre-determined number of 

days (in a row or cumulatively), the school will 

send a written communication to the parents/

guardians. The number of class hours or days of 

school missed before a communication letter is 

sent is context-specific. 

For instance, a written communication can 

be sent when a child has missed 2 days 

of school in a week, 3 consecutive days of 

school, or 10 class hours. A second note, 

expressing increased concern, can be sent if a 

student continues missing school despite prior 

notification of the absences. This second note 

can be sent after a student has missed 4 days 

of school in two weeks, 5 consecutive days or 

20 class hours. The written communication may 

be sent via the post (if quick and reliable) or may 

be hand delivered. The important thing is to 

make sure the parent/guardian receives it soon 

after the event. 

If you are concerned about the parent/

guardian literacy level you can design icons that 

that represent a problem than can be easily 

understood. These can be discussed in a PTA 

or community meeting to ensure everyone 

understands what the icons mean. 

The Timor-Leste team used a package of 

postcards (Figure 6K) to notify parents/

guardians of their child’s absences. Since 

parent/guardian literacy levels were low, the 

postcards used drawings to communicate a 

message. On the back side of each card was 

a written message for parents who could read. 

These were hand delivered to the parents by 

community members and were used to prompt 

a discussion with them about their child’s 

absences from school and what might be done 

to improve attendance. This was particularly 

helpful in cases where home factors were the 

root cause for the absences. 

Figure 6L is an example of a letter sent to 

parents in Tajikistan. Each SDPP country 

designed written communications with parents 

based on contextual factors and the targeted 

grades. For instance, Tajikistan was a secondary 

level program and missing 10 classes is 

considerably less time than 10 days. What 

should be communicated in your letter? Is 

parental/guardian literacy level an issue? Do you 

need something that is more icon-based? If so, 

what icons would you use? What do you think 

the parent/guardian’s reaction was when they 

got a communication like this from the school? 

The textbox on the following page (“Parent/

Guardian reaction to communication from 

the school”) shares results from the SDPP 

qualitative studies of parental/guardian reactions 

to the communication about their child from 

the school. Note that although many of them 

were surprised and initially upset over the 

reason for the contact, the general consensus 

was that they were pleased with the increased 

contact since it helped them monitor their child’s 

attendance and made them feel the school 

cared about their child.

It takes time to change well-engrained habits. 

Patterns of engagement between the school 

personnel and the student’s families improved 

significantly as a result of the first response 

strategies. But the change in dynamics between 
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PARENT/GUARDIAN 
REACTION TO 
COMMUNICATION 
FROM THE SCHOOL

Data from the qualitative analysis 

in the four SDPP countries showed 

similar patterns of reactions from the 

parents, ranging from fear of reprisals, 

disappointment and even anger with 

their child. However, the vast majority 

were surprised that teachers were 

going to the effort to contact them 

and even happiness that their child 

mattered that much to the school 

personnel and community leaders. 

For instance, in India more than 60% 

of the parents were either happy 

or surprised with the phone calls, and nearly 80% expressed “happy” with the voice messages they 

received. 

A teacher in Timor-Leste, where 60% of the parents reported that communication with the school 

had improved since the EWS began, shared: “When students miss school we issue a Warning Card 

immediately…We contact and involve the parents, so that we can meet directly with them and identify 

the cause of the absence.”

Parents/guardians in Tajikistan felt positively about the contact with the school, underscoring how it 

helped them to monitor their child’s attendance. In some cases parents initiated contact with the school 

and stressed that the ongoing communication made them take their child’s education more seriously 

since they better understood the impact it had on their lives. 

In Cambodia, parents expressed surprise at their child’s absences and were pleased that the school 

valued the participation of their child. Eighty-nine percent of the students indicated their parents 

became more supportive after the school communicated with them. The parents purchased school 

supplies and funded tutoring, reduced household chores and encouraged their children. In general, the 

parents indicated they were happy to be in close contact with the school. 

In Timor-Leste, parents/guardians were generally unhappy with the reason for the communication 

from the school. In rank order, the fathers described themselves as surprised, angry with the child, 

embarrassed/ashamed or disappointed in the child. Mothers had a slightly different response, with the 

largest group of them saying they were “angry,” then afraid or embarrassed, then surprised and, finally, 

sad. Many of the parents/guardians indicated they were unaware of their child’s absences from school, 

which explained to a large degree why they were upset. Overall, the parents confirmed contact with the 

school had increased during the implementation period of the EWS and were pleased the school was 

monitoring and helping their child to do well.
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them took time. It also took an effort on the part 

of both the school personnel and the families 

to change their patterns of engagement. And 

it was important for the school personnel to 

understand that in most cases a family’s lack of 

engagement prior to EWS wasn’t because they 

didn’t care about their child’s schooling. This 

meant that school personnel had to learn how 

to interact and accept that families often have 

valid reasons for their lack of communication 

and interaction. Figure 6M identifies best 

practices to improve family engagement with 

the school.

Phone Calls to Parents/Guardians
Phone calls to parents or guardians are another 

effective way of creating initial contact with 

households when students miss school. 

The teacher or a designated community 

volunteer can call the parents/guardians of 

a student who has missed a pre-determined 

amount of school (for example, 2-days 

in a week). The phone call is intended to 

communicate the student’s absence to the 

parents and to find out the reason for missing 

school. If student absenteeism continues after 

the phone call, the first response strategies 

trigger a home visit. 

Table 6L – Form letter to parents in Tajikistan

STUDENT MOTIVATION AND LEARNING PROJECT

Date: ________________, 20 ____

Dear _______________________________ ,

I would like to inform you that your son/daughter ____________________________ , a 9th grade 

student at secondary school number _______ has missed 10 classes from _________________

to _________________ , 20____ without a valid reason.

Please discuss these absences with your child. Remind him/her that decisions to miss school 

affect the future. Too many absences for any reason disrupts your child’s education and increase 

the chances of falling behind in coursework or failing classes. 

We need to think together and decide what further actions we can take to prevent absence of 

your child from classes. I invite you to school on ________________, 20____  to discuss this 

matter. 

With regards,

Homeroom teacher: __________________________________________________

School Principal: ___________________________________________________

Representative of PTA: __________________________________________________
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Keeping a log of the contacts is very helpful 

especially during the case management 

meetings. Please see Table 6S for an example 

of the logbook SDPP developed to document 

household contact in which teachers and/

or volunteers recorded the steps taken to 

communicate with the parents/guardians. The 

date for each phone conversation, what was 

discussed, and any agreed upon decisions 

or follow-up were recorded for each student. 

Although not all households have telephones, in 

many countries—even in rural areas—cell phone 

penetration is high.  

Home Visits
If the student continues to miss school 

repeatedly or over time, EWS action escalates 

to visits to the student’s home. Although 

home visits demand a lot of time on the part 

of teachers and/or others, they provide an 

opportunity to learn first-hand about the home 

situation of an at-risk student. Home visits also 

demonstrate to the parents/guardians the level 

of commitment the school is making to support 

their child, and to improve communication 

between the school and the family.

The objectives of home visits are to:

• Better understand and identify the reasons a 

child did not/could not attend school;

• Discuss with parents possible solutions 

to the problems causing the child to miss 

school; and

• Convey the importance of regular school 

attendance if a student is to complete his or 

her education.

Table 6M

BEST PRACTICES TO ENGAGE FAMILIES OF STUDENTS

Even when parents/guardians want to be involved there are constraints that prevent or limit 
their engagement. Why is this so? 

It can be because of their:

•	 Home language and level of literacy (reading, listening, speaking and writing);

•	 Daily commitments and responsibilities that can create time constraints and cause low 
energy; and

•	 Discomfort being in schools and involved in their child’s education. 

Tips to engage parents/guardians and keep them engaged:

1. Recognize that no matter how poor they are, or how little education they have, most 
parents/guardians want their children to do well in school. 

2. Link family and community engagement and activities to things they can easily do, 
especially things that support their child’s learning and not just attendance.

3. Do not wait until there is a problem to enlist their support.

4. Develop trust and treat them with respect.

5. Underscore that everyone is in an equal in the partnership to keep children in school.

6. Recognize there are different types of parent/guardian involvement that produce different 
gains. Try different techniques.

7. Make sure your efforts to involve parents are well planned.
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The family may not view absenteeism as a 

problem or may understand it is a problem but 

may not have any idea of how to prevent it. At 

some point during the home visit it can be very 

beneficial if both the parent/guardian and the 

child are present. This provides an opportunity 

for the parents/guardians and individual 

making the home visit to ask the child follow-

up questions and gain his/her perspective on 

what is happening and what can be done to 

improve attendance. Sometimes parents may 

not be candid about what is going on at home, 

and talking to the child might provide additional 

information helping to better understand the 

situation. If either the parent/guardian or the 

child is not available, a preliminary discussion 

may be held, but an alternative time to meet 

with both should be arranged. 

Table 6N

INSTRUCTIONS FOR A HOME VISIT

Before the Home Visit

•	 Check all tracking records.

•	 Verify the location of the student’s home; obtain directions for finding it.

•	 Check about availability of family and others involved in the home visit.

•	 Make sure there is a woman on the home visit team if cultural or religious norms exist for 
contact between men and women.

During the Home Visit

•	 Thank the parents/guardians for taking the time to meet with you.

•	 Explain the purpose of the home visit.

•	 Make sure it is convenient for them to talk at the time of the visit.

•	 Ask them about the reason(s) for their child’s absences, behavior issues, or low course 
performance and low marks. 

•	 Discuss ways to address the problems, including things that can be done at home and the 
school.

•	 If parents seem reluctant to send their child to school, remind them about how important an 
education is and compulsory education laws.  

•	 Agree upon a strategy the parents and school can enact together to support the child.

•	 Remind them they can request a meeting with their child’s teachers or the school director to 
discuss ways to support their child. 

•	 Tell them you will continue to check on the child’s attendance, behavior, and coursework, 
and will follow up with them about any further concerns.

•	 Ask the parents/guardians if they have any questions.

•	 Thank them for taking the time to meet with you.

After the Home Visit

•	 Write comments about the visit on the Home Visit Form.

•	 Report to the case management committee, school director and/or deputy director, and 
discuss any actions to be taken.

•	 Maintain ongoing contact with family.
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Home Visit Protocol
The purpose of the home visits is to strengthen 

relationships between parents/guardians 

and the school. The visits should be framed 

on mutual respect; they are not meant to 

intimidate. It is very important that home visits 

focus on a two-way discussion about ways to 

help parents/guardians to support their children 

and not on the ways schools may think parents 

are failing. The tenor of the visit needs to be 

positive and collaborative if it is to achieve the 

desired objective: helping the family and school 

better support their child.

Table 6N provides detailed instructions on 

the steps to prepare, conduct and document 

home visits. It is important to record what was 

discussed with the parents and the actions they 

agreed to take and follow-up strategies that the 

school is supposed to do. 

Figure 6O and Table 6P present a set of tools 

used in India to assist teachers and Community 

Champions (CC) conduct home visits. Figure 6O 

is a color-coded flow chart that uses a decision 

tree to learn about the child’s absence(s) from 

school. The use of a decision tree ensured 

home visits were conducted in a consistent way. 

The yellow boxes are the questions the teacher 

or CC asks during the visit; the light blue boxes 

are the child’s responses (if the child is present).

The decision tree begins with an opening 

question: “Did you know your child was absent 

from school several times last week?” If the 

answer is yes the teacher or CC would ask 

follow-up questions on the right side of the tree. 

If the answer is no, the teacher or CC would 

pursue the conversation with the questions on 

the left side of the decision tree. The responses 

are illustrative but they represent the kinds of 

questions and responses that would probably 

take place during a home visit in discussion 

about student absences.

The response boxes at the bottom half of 

the decision tree are numbered. The number 

corresponds to actions listed in Table 6P that 

families or schools can take to address the 

problem. For instance, if the parent/guardian 

answers “no” to the opening question, and if the 

child is present, the follow-up question would be 

directed to the student: “Why didn’t you go to 

school?” 

If the child isn’t present, the teacher or 

Community Champion would discuss actions 

the parents/guardians could take to monitor 

their child’s attendance patterns. They would 

also review the family journal with the parents/

guardians (see Figure 6R) on the steps they 

can take in the home to support their child’s 

schooling. 

The home visit discussions and decisions that 

were made need to be recorded. Figure 6Q is 

an example of an easy-to-use form to record the 

home visit. It records the purpose of the visit, the 

household member met, and the course of action 

agreed upon. It is signed by both the school and 

the parent/guardians, and serves as a basis for 

further discussion should either party fail to fulfill 

their tasks. This is maintained in a student file at 

the school. Accurate records allow teachers and 

school personnel to examine what steps have 

been taken and modify them if they do not appear 

to be achieving the desired objective.   

Home Visit Discussion Tool: Family Journal
The Family Journal (see Figure 6R) was used 

by teachers and Community Champions to 

discuss ways in which school attendance can 

be supported and encouraged in the home. 

Since many parents didn’t read well, the SDPP 

team designed a booklet using illustrations. The 

booklet had a page for each month in the school 

year. Each illustration represented something 

families could do to support their child’s learning 

and participation in school. The journal was used 

to raise awareness and introduce and reinforce 

family habits that research identifies as having a 

positive impact on a child’s schooling and learning 

outcomes.

The journal was also a monitoring tool used during 

home visits. Parents marked an “x” in the column 
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Figure 6O – An example of a Home Visit Problem Decision Tree and Response Table
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Continued

Table 6P 

Reasons for 
absenteeism

Possible actions to take at home Possible actions to take at school and 
community

(1) Lost textbooks, 
copies, assignment not 
done.

HOME VISIT DECISION TREE RESPONSE TABLE

Did you know your child was absent for several days last week? If answer is No. 
If child is not there, arrange for a time to come back and discuss when child is home.

With the help of the family journal 
discuss with parents the need of 
home study. 

Sort out the problems of missing 
textbooks and lack of uniforms by 
discussing the issues with parents, 
and with teachers, if necessary.

Revisit child friendly teaching 
strategies with school personnel. 

Arrange to have one extra textbook 
in the classroom as a “loaner” for 
at-risk students to take home. 

(2) Crowded classroom, 
no toilet, drinking water 
or midday meal.

Discuss these issues with child and 
parents. Acknowledge deficiency, 
but could point out that other 
children go to school regularly.

Discuss issue with PTA, SMC and 
school director. 

(3) Other students bully, 
teachers scold/beat, 
discrimination.

Talk with the child to get details. Discuss issue with school director 
and at case management meeting.

(4) Skipping school and 
play, bored with school.

Unlikely that child will give a reason. 
Ask the child what he/she did on 
the days they were absent– they 
may actually be working. If the child 
was working follow response in row 
8 and 9. 

If it is common for children to loiter 
around and play instead of going to 
school, this needs to be discussed 
in a meeting with parents and 
community members. Someone 
could be assigned the task of 
checking areas where children are 
known to play.

Reasons for 
absenteeism

Possible actions to take at home Possible actions to take at school and/
or community level

(5) Illness of child or 
family members.

Did you know your child was absent for several days last week? 
If answer is YES.

If illness is not serious—stomach 
ache, slight fever—discuss 
treatment being followed and about 
getting back to school soon.

If illness is serious, or child is 
frequently absent because of 
illness, try to arrange for a health 
referral.

If illness is a family member’s, 
discuss with parents having 
someone else help instead of child. 

School Action: If the child has to 
stay at home for some time, assign 
a buddy who with the teacher’s 
help will update the coursework 
that the student must complete.
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Table 6P – Continued

Reasons for 
absenteeism

Possible actions to take at home Possible actions to take at school and 
community

(7) Visiting relatives or 
relatives visiting

HOME VISIT DECISION TREE RESPONSE TABLE

Did you know your child was absent for several days last week? 
If answer is YES.

Discuss whether the visit can be 
cut short. If relatives are visiting, 
discuss need for child to attend 
school and whether they can be 
released from obligation to attend.

(8) Work at home Ask the child what he/she did 
on the days they were absent: 
it could be household chores, 
sibling care, looking after sick 
or old people, household-based 
income generating work. Remind 
parents about the requirement to 
send children to school regularly, 
and to reduce work burden of 
the child or rearrange schedule 
to accommodate the time when 
school is in session.

(9) Work outside home Ask the child what he/she did 
on the days they were absent: 
collecting water, going to market, 
delivering food to family members, 
herding, and agriculture or 
earning work. Remind parents 
about the requirement to send 
children to school regularly, and 
to reduce work burden of the 
child or rearrange schedule to 
accommodate the time when 
school is in session.

Community Action: If this is a 
common phenomenon in the 
village, you will need to meet 
community members to revise 
school calendar and school 
timings.

(10) Weather conditions 
and related access 
problems

Discuss with parents and child the 
need for going to school regularly. 
Discuss with PTA, SMC or school 
director what can be done when 
weather is inclement.

Community Action: If there are 
major access problems, need 
to discuss with community for 
solution.

(11) Parents objected / 
child refused to go

Actions similar to (1), (2), (3) and (4)

(6) Festivals, social 
events

Discuss with parents and child the 
need for going to school regularly, 
and to limit days of absence to the 
minimum.
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Figure 6Q – Home Visit Report Form

HOME VISIT REPORT FORM

Date of home visit: ________________   Person making visit: ______________________________

Name of Child: _______________________________     Age: ______

Community: _______________________________

Name of School: _______________________________

District: _______________________________

Purpose of home visit (check all that apply):

  Child has missed ______ hours of class

  Child has behavior issues

  Child has received low marks in one or more subjects

  Other, please specify ______________________________

Summary of visit (What issues were discussed? What issues were resolved?):

Follow up actions (e.g., What actions will parents take? How will teachers or others follow up?):

Name of Parents/Guardians: _____________________________________________   

Signature of Parents/Guardians: _____________________________________________   

Signature of Home Visitor: _____________________________________________   

Date planned for follow-up: ___________________

Person responsible for follow-up: _________________

After this meeting, the following actions were taken (indicated dates):
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each time they did one of the actions such as 

reducing out-of-school work obligations, or 

making sure their child left for school on time. 

The journal attendance information could be 

compared with school tracking for attendance. 

This enabled the parents/guardians and the 

school personnel to identify students who were 

secretly skipping school, identify what the root 

causes were for the absence and work with 

the student to encourage regular attendance 

patterns.  

Can you understand what the different 

illustrations represent in Figure 6R? How would 

you revise the journal for use in your country? 

What do you like about using a family journal to 

Figure 6R – Family journal

strengthen the interaction of parents/guardians 

with the school and to increase awareness 

about school dropout? Remember, in order to 

be effective, illustrations need to be very easily 

interpreted.

It is important to keep a log of the 

communication with families. Table 6S is an 

example of a classroom log that notes the date 

of an action, the type of communication, who did 

it, key points of the discussion, what follow-up 

needs to be taken and who is responsible for that 

follow-up. The log should be reviewed in every 

case management meeting to make sure the 

follow-up actions have taken place.
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Action 4: Case Management
Case management is a collaborative process 

carried out in the school by the school director 

and teachers. It assesses, plans, implements, 

coordinates, monitors, and evaluates the 

options and services required to meet the 

individual needs of at-risk students. The Case 

Management team meets regularly to review 

the at-risk student’s progress and challenges. It 

is characterized by advocacy, communication, 

and resource management. It promotes timely 

intervention to address student problems. To be 

effective, case management discussions must 

focus on actions teachers can take to leverage 

change—on their own in the classroom, at the 

school with their colleagues, and in the home 

with family and community assistance. 

Although a case management meeting should 

review the communications with parents/

guardians, the focus should primarily be on what 

takes place in the classroom—the teaching-

learning process and interaction between the 

teachers and students. The strategies developed 

and actions proposed are within the teachers’ 

control. For example, if an at-risk student has 

trouble hearing, he/she can be seated at the 

front of the class. If he is bullied or teased on 

the playground, teachers can step in. Case 

management should also address the home 

situation. For instance, talking about how to 

help a student arrive at school on time can be 

helpful. Or brainstorming on ways to reduce the 

amount of work obligations at-risk students have 

can also be useful. These are all actions that 

can be identified and put in place to improve the 

situation for an at-risk student. 

In contrast, it is not constructive to use case 

management meetings to discuss administrative 

issues or the limited funds schools receive or 

how poor the families are. These are conditions 

that generally cannot be changed by school 

personnel and discussing them will not result in 

furthering support for the at-risk student. 

Table 6S 

CLASSROOM COMMUNICATION LOG

05/15/14 Maria ✓ ✓ Wendi Attendance - 
absent and late

Call in 
another 
week

Wendi

Student PC 
Letter

Call Home 
Visit

Teacher Discussion Follow-upDate Responsible

William & PTA 
chairperson

Make home 
visit

05/17/14 Robert ✓ ✓ William Attendance - 
behavior in class

Call if late or 
misses day

05/12/14 Maria ✓ ✓ Wendi Improvement

PTA chairpersonMonitor 
behavior and 
call in week

05/15/14 Robert ✓ William Getting up 
earlier, monitor 
homework, 
make sure he 
leaves for school 
on time and 
check in with 
teacher

✓



FIRST RESPONSE STRATEGIES TO DROPOUT          PAGE 135

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

Who Should Be on a Case Management 
Team?
Ideally, a case management team should have 

between 3 and 5 members. You do not want 

too many people involved since it will take 

longer to host the meeting and there is a risk of 

derailing a focused discussion. But in order for 

the case management approach to work, there 

must be more than one teacher and the school 

director coming together. This brings different 

perspectives and a range of experiences working 

with the student. Other teachers can be asked 

to join the discussion as needed. A community 

leader—such as the chairperson of the SMC 

or PTA—might also be invited to participate 

as needed. The textbox to the right provides 

suggestions on individuals who might take part in 

a case management meeting.

Generally, an at-risk student’s case is reviewed 

once a month unless there is an indication the 

student’s situation has worsened (e.g., the death 

of a family member, a long absence from school). 

However, depending on how many at-risk 

students there are in a classroom there may be 

a need to schedule more frequent meetings to 

review the cases of all the at-risk students every 

month. In this way, different groups of at-risk 

students are discussed over the course of the 

month. It also allows frequent updates on at-risk 

students experiencing acute difficulties.

Deciding which teachers should be included 

in a case management team is a school-level 

decision. The schools should be provided with 

a set of criteria about case management team 

composition. If the language and mathematics 

teachers are not standing members of the team, 

they should be consulted about the student’s 

performance in their classes.

Why are language and mathematics teachers so 

important? Language instruction—particularly 

the language that students are taught in (the 

language of instruction, or LOI) and math – are 

considered high status knowledge. This is 

because of the importance placed on them 

as gatekeepers to higher levels of education. 

If students are weak in these two subjects or 

failing one or both of them, it is a very significant 

predictor of whether or not a student is going to 

drop out of school.  

School personnel might decide other teachers 

should be consulted or participate in the case 

management meetings. At the primary level 

teachers often are classroom teachers and teach 

all the subjects. In this case, the teacher and 

school director might decide to invite the teacher 

from the year before or the next year teacher to 

bring a broader perspective to the discussion. 

School directors or deputy directors should 

facilitate the case management meetings.

What Do Case Management Teams Discuss 
in the Case Management Meetings?
Tracking at-risk students involves the ongoing 

and regular collection of data for each at-risk 

student. This data is reviewed during a case 

management meeting. The following questions 

POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS FOR 
A CASE MANAGEMENT TEAM

Standing members:

• School administrator (e.g., school 

director, deputy director, guidance 

counselor, etc.)

• Math teacher 

• Language teacher

• Classroom teacher (primary)

• Female teacher 

• Subject teachers if there are exit 

exams and they are teachers for a 

subject on the exam

As needed:

• PTA/SMC member

• Representative for wrap-around 

service (e.g., health care provider)
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can guide the meeting: 

• Has anything changed since the last 

meeting? 

• Has the student made improvement? If not, 

why? 

• What can we do to support this student? 

An effective case management meeting requires 

teachers and others who participate in the 

discussion to share what they know is going 

on with the student. The discussions should be 

based on records or specific known information 

about the student, not speculation or gossip. The 

case management discussions can also be used 

to identify information that needs to be shared 

with parents/guardians.

The following questions can help guide the 

discussion during the case management 

meeting:

• What is the student’s present level of 

academic achievement?

• Are there specific subjects where the student 

is struggling more than in others?

• What kinds of behavior cause the student’s 

problems?

• Are the student’s behaviors causing problems 

for other students or for the teacher(s)?

• What are the student’s attendance patterns?

• Have there been any recent changes in the 

student’s performance, attitudes or behavior?

• What responses have already been tried 

with the student and have they shown any 

success?

• What are other possible responses that could 

be tried?

• What home factors might be impacting the 

student and what could be done to mitigate 

those factors?

Guidelines for the Monthly Case 
Management Discussion of At-Risk Children
You should use a consistent format for 

conducting case management meetings. Keep 

in mind that these meetings need not be lengthy. 

Research in the U.S. shows that after about six 

minutes spent discussing a student, discussion 

becomes less productive and less likely to focus 

on solutions. Table 6T provides guidelines for 

monthly case management meetings.

The following pages present three instruments 

used by SDPP to facilitate case management 

meeting discussions and planning.

  

Table 6U is a classroom first response strategies 

tracking log. This log notes the different actions 

taken for each at-risk student in a classroom. 

This is just a record noting what first response 

strategy took place and the date it took 

place. This record should be reviewed in a 

case management meeting to monitor what 

communication has taken place between the 

school and the family. 

In contrast, Figure 6V is an example of an 

individual student’s Monthly Case Management 

Meeting Form. This is a capture form that 

documents the actions and follow-up decided 

in a case management meeting for student 

performance. At the junior secondary and 

secondary level where students tend to have 

subject teachers, each subject teacher would 

provide information to the homeroom teacher 

who completes the form. In subjects where a 

significant number of the students are having 

problems, that teacher would be invited to join 

the case management meeting. 

Table 6W, which lists classroom management 

strategies, is used during case management 

meetings. The form uses a similar format to 

Table 6E which identifies and describes student 

behaviors scored as a 1 (medium risk) or 2 (high 

risk). In contrast, this table presents management 

strategies a teacher can use to respond to 

disengaged or disruptive students. The student 

behaviors and teacher management strategies 

presented in this table are illustrative. Keep 

in mind, this table serves as a guide to help 

teachers think about management strategies to 

address negative student behavior.
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Table 6T

CONDUCTING CASE MANAGEMENT MEETINGS

To prepare for the case management meeting

•	 Review all pertinent data for the case management meeting. Information that will be useful 
during the meeting can be found in the Student Behavior Table, Behavior Tracking Form, 
Homework Tracking Sheet, Record of Form Letters, Home Visits, and meetings, school 
attendance records, and any other school records that could support the discussion.

•	 Homeroom teachers should talk with subject teachers as needed to solicit their input and 
any suggestions they may have about ways to support at-risk students. Any changes in 
student attendance, behaviors, or coursework should be noted.

To conduct the case management meeting

•	 The school director or deputy director leads the meeting. All of the participants discuss each 
of the at-risk students identified during the at-risk student scoring process.

•	 Ask the homeroom teacher to present each student’s progress. Discuss each student’s case.  

•	 Solicit information from other teachers about each child’s attendance, behavior, and 
coursework, as well as actions they have taken to help the child to succeed in school.

•	 Report any actions that were taken by the director, deputy director, and PTA with regard to 
each child.

•	 Review at-risk student behaviors and determine strategies for behavior changes. Use the 
Behavior Management Strategies to identify strategies for addressing behavioral issues.

•	 Decide on actions needed during the next month and assign responsibility for those actions.

•	 Complete the Case Management Meeting Form.

To conclude the case management cycle

•	 Notify parents/guardians about any decisions or actions that require their support. 

Table 6U 

STUDENT FIRST RESPONSE TRACKING LOG

Case 
Management 
meeting about 
student

Student 
Name

Date (s)

Letter 
notification 
sent

Phone call 
made

Home visit 
conducted

Teacher 
meeting on 
support actions

Date (s) Date (s) Date (s) Date (s)
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Figure 6V – Case management for recording strategies to improve student behavior

MONTHLY CASE MANAGEMENT MEETING FORM

Date ________________ 

Student Name _______________________________     Grade ______

Class or Homeroom Teacher Name _______________________________

Other Participants:

Name __________________________     Role ______________________

Name __________________________     Role ______________________

Name __________________________     Role ______________________

Course 
Performance

Past 
Performance

Current 
Performance

New and/
or Continued 
Actions to be 

taken

Person 
Responsible

Subject 1

Subject 2

Subject 3

Subject 4

Homework

Attendance

Behavior (0, 1, 2)

Other

Other
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Table 6W

CLASSROOM ENGAGEMENT MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Behavior Score of 1

•	 Doesn’t pay attention/daydreams

•	 Doesn’t do assignment

•	 Doesn’t bring textbook

•	 Doesn’t listen to instructions

•	 Sleeps in class

•	 Doesn’t follow class rules (chews gum, 
etc.)

•	 Withdrawn

•	 Doesn’t interact with other students

•	 Body language or actions signals 
disrespect or disengagement 
(slouched in seat, doodles instead of 
doing classwork, etc.)

Management Strategies

•	 Establish and post classroom/school 
rules and appropriate behaviors – and 
discuss them with students

•	 Move students closer to the teacher’s 
desk

•	 Move closer to where a student is; 
stand beside or behind his or her desk

•	 Use hand signals (tapping on your 
desk, putting a finger over your mouth, 
etc.); slightly raise your voice and make 
eye contact to communicate that the 
student’s behavior is inappropriate and 
needs to stop 

•	 Say the student’s name and tell him/
her to stop/change his/her behavior

•	 Establish clear procedures for regular 
routines (raise your hand, hold up three 
fingers, and countdown 3-2-1 to signal 
that something needs to STOP now)

•	 Praise the appropriate behavior 
of other students as a model of 
expectations, but do not make explicit 
comparisons

Behavior Score of 2

•	 Talks excessively to other students 
who are trying to work 

•	 Talks out loud during desk work

•	 Comes late

•	 Throws things

•	 Hits/bullies other students

•	 Is argumentative with the teacher and 
other students

•	 Makes fun of other students and calls 
them rude names

•	 Uses obscene expressions or gestures

•	 Destroys/defaces school property

•	 Talks back to the teacher

•	 Interrupts class activities

Management Strategies

•	 Ask for a meeting with the student; 
then a meeting with the student and 
the school director; finally, a meeting 
with the student, school director/
deputy, and parents/guardians

•	 Isolate the student from other students 
– for example, send the student to the 
school director’s office

•	 Avoid confronting the student in 
public – discuss inappropriate behavior 
privately

•	 Collaboratively identify consequences 
for inappropriate behavior and 
implement them

•	 Give the student a special role or 
responsibilities in the classroom and 
reinforce his/her positive contributions
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In this unit we discussed the second component 

of an EWS. These are actions school personnel 

take to improve teaching and learning in the 

classroom, tracking and recording what is 

happening with the at-risk students and ways to 

improve the communication between the schools 

and families. Another important component of an 

EWS and the first response strategies is to create 

a greater level of awareness and responsibility in 

the broader community to address the problem 

of school dropout.

In the next unit we discuss what steps and 

actions can be taken to bring communities on 

board.

ENDNOTES

1 For instance, see: http://www.equip123.net/equip1/mesa/docs/CA_Practical_Guide_Teachers.pdf.
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COMMUNITY CHAMPIONS BRIDGE GAP 
BETWEEN SCHOOL AND FAMILY

When Priyanka was called for an interview for the School Dropout Prevention Pilot Program, she 

was nervous, because she hadn’t worked in any other organization before. She also comes from a 

society where working women are looked down upon. But Priyanka, who is a Zoology student at 

the university, saw this as an exciting and important opportunity. So, she went for an interview and 

accepted the job as a Community Champion in Dharmpur Dakhili.

Part of Priyanka’s responsibilities as a Community Champion is to visit the homes of the Focus 

Children. During home visits, she updates parents/guardians on the activities their children are taking 

part in and reviews their children’s progress. She also reviews the parents’ tracking journal, where they 

keep records of their children’s attendance,  to make sure it corresponds with the school’s attendance 

records. If there is a difference between them, the Community Champions know they have an issue 

to deal with. This is an important part of the first response system since many parents in the SDPP 

situational analysis admitted they were not aware of their child’s school attendance patterns. 

“My continuous interaction with parents helped me build a rapport with them. During these interactions 

with them, I learned how to convince them that Parents-Teachers meetings and the Open House are 

good platforms to address any issue they may have. They found it logical and came for the Open 

House where they saw different varieties of material being created by their children; they saw their 

children doing role-plays and found it interesting and useful. I learned many new things in the program 

and I can now understand myself better. I now understand the behavior of children, teachers and 

parents and the exchange of knowledge has broadened my thinking.”

“The students consider her a friend. They listen to her.”  ~ Classroom Teacher
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In the previous unit we discussed the first 

response strategies which are the first line of 

actions to keep at-risk students in school. The 

first response strategies are a key part of the 

EWS “track and trigger” function to reach at-risk 

students early in the school year. A key aspect 

of first response strategies is strengthening the 

partnership between families and the school. 

However, putting the full responsibility on 

schools and families to address school dropout 

fails to address broader issues that reach 

beyond homes and schools and stem from 

things that happen in the broader community. 

In this unit, we discuss ways to build broader 

partnerships among schools, families and 

communities.

BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS WITH COMMUNITIES
Communities benefit when students stay in school and are better able to contribute 

to economic productivity, stability, governance and social well-being. To succeed, an 

Early Warning System must be firmly rooted in the community. Schools and teachers 

may lack time, resources and motivation to fully implement first response strategies. 

Some strategies may exceed the reach of the school’s mandate and need the 

encouragement, peer pressure and capacity that influential community members can 

provide.  In spite of having shared goals, schools and communities may not always 

work in concert. Unit 7 centers on developing school and community partnerships 

to implement EWS, and creating school-community EWS teams. It outlines the 

respective roles and responsibilities of school personnel and community members, 

their overlap and complementarities. This unit discusses four action areas, guiding 

you on how to create Stay-in-School Committees and the processes to work with 

schools to implement first response strategies, advocate to raise awareness about 

dropout, provide wrap-around services to help at-risk students and their families, and 

participate in a mutual accountability function to ensure that schools, communities 

and families are all doing their part to keep children in school. 

If the parents/guardians are at the front line in 

keeping students in school, why is it necessary 

to engage communities? To answer this 

question we need to reflect not only on ways 

that dropout detracts from the well-being of 

the individual student and his family, but how it 

affects the community as well. School dropouts 

may earn less money which means they have 

less money to spend; they are less likely to be 

involved in civic activities or to vote; they are 

less socially responsible; and they are more 

likely to exhibit anti-social, aggressive and even 

criminal behavior. 

If you are a businessperson in the community, 

school dropouts are less likely to have the skills 

you want in your employees or to have the 
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funds to use your services and buy your goods. 

If you are a religious leader, school dropouts 

are less likely to be members in good standing 

in your mosque, temple or church. If you are a 

political leader, school dropouts are less likely 

to support causes to improve the community 

or engage in civic activities that benefit the 

community and society at large. The bottom line 

is that everyone in the community benefits from 

keeping children in school and can use their 

influence to mitigate dropout. Communities can 

be a powerful force against dropout.  

In this unit we discuss the third component of 

an EWS: ways to foster community engagement 

in the fight against school dropout. The SDPP 

teams developed several ways to engage 

communities in dialogue about dropout, and to 

increase community participation and ownership 

of the EWS. This unit shares many of their 

materials and activities to engage the community. 

What can be done to enhance and increase the 

community’s role to support at-risk students?  

Although the involvement of community 

members will probably vary by country and 

even community, community leaders all share 

important and similar characteristics. Community 

leaders are influential; their opinion is generally 

respected and carries weight. They may have 

discretionary resources that can be used to 

support at-risk students. They are often very 

powerful individuals in deciding what happens in 

communities—especially small communities. And 

clearly, they feel their community is important. 

It is also important to remember, however, that 

the most important characteristic a community 

leader should have is commitment and passion 

to a cause. So, in some cases, people will 

unexpectedly emerge as a valuable resource in 

supporting at-risk students because they believe 

in the cause and want it to succeed.

How can communities become involved?
There are four ways to get communities and their 

leaders involved:

• Action 1: Form Stay-in-School Committees 

that support efforts to keep at-risk students in 

school. They work with school personnel to 

carry out first response strategies.  

• Action 2: Engage in advocacy, awareness 

and outreach activities, such as community 

meetings, school open houses, and voice 

mails to raise parental awareness about 

dropout and build linkages to the school.

• Action 3: Identify and collaborate with 

community groups (e.g., SMCs, PTAs, village 

councils, NGOs/CBOs, local businesses, 

etc.) to provide wrap-around services for 

at-risk students and leverage support for 

activities to mitigate school dropout in their 

community.

• Action 4: Participate in activities that foster 

a culture of accountability for the effective 

implementation of the EWS so that school 

personnel, families, and communities 

are all aware of the others’ roles and 

responsibilities. 

To a large degree, the sustainability of an EWS 

rests on fostering community awareness of 

dropout as an issue and its ownership of efforts 

to mitigate it. This is not an easy task; nor 

is it always successful. In our discussion on 

partnerships with communities, we will draw 

heavily on specific activities and share materials 

that were used in the four SDPP country teams. 

More importantly, we will identify and discuss 

the pitfalls you should avoid.

To begin our discussion, let us review the 

following table (Table 7A), First Response 

Strategies Roles and Responsibilities. It outlines 

how the school and community partner 

to implement the EWS and first response 

strategies. As you can see, from the first steps, 

the community leaders play a role. Although 

they are not responsible for keeping the school 

records, they can be involved in reviewing them 

to ensure the tracking is happening regularly 

and correctly. 

The core of the partnership with communities 

rests with a shared sense of responsibility for 

school dropout as a community issue. It’s not 

solely a family concern, nor something that just 
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WORKING TOGETHER AT SCHOOL 
TO REVIEW STUDENT TRACKING RECORDS
Ongoing tracking and review of student records is at the core of an EWS. It 

is this process that triggers first response strategies to provide support for 

at-risk students to keep them in school. In Timor-Leste a teacher reviews her 

classroom student records during a visit with SDPP support staff.
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Continued to the right

FIRST RESPONSE STRATEGIES ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Table 7A – First response strategies roles and responsibilities: Example from Tajikistan

Type of 
Intervention

Teacher (Homeroom) Subject Teachers

Tracking 
Indicators

• Maintains records for all at-risk 

students

• Provides weekly feedback to at-

risk students

• Sends letter/postcard to parents 

after specified number of days

• Makes phone call to parents after 

next absence after letter/postcard 

has been sent

• Meets with parents to discuss 

absences and other schooling 

issues

• Brings students’ records and 

samples of their school work

• Informs parents of decision made 

in CMM

• Attends community meetings

• Provides data on coursework to 

homeroom teacher

• Notifies homeroom teacher if 

student is absent from the class

• If student misses this teacher’s 

classes, may/should participate in 

telephone call

• If there is a specific problem with 

this teacher, may participate in 

meeting with parents

• Participate in CMM as needed

• Attends community meetings

Letters and 
phone calls to 
parents

Monthly Case 
Management 
Meetings (CMM)

Home visits with 
parents

Monthly/Quarterly 
Community 
Meetings

Stay-in-School 
Committee (SSC)

involves schools and parents. It is an issue that 

affects the whole community—and the future of 

that community. Therefore, it takes a community 

to address school dropout.

As you review the table, you should notice the 

thread of responsibility that’s woven into each 

player who is involved in implementing an EWS. 

How would you modify this table to make it 

perform better in your country? Are there other 

key stakeholders who should be involved? If so, 

what would their roles be? 

It is important to continually remind those 

involved in implementing an EWS that the review 

process and checks and balances in the system 

are not about evaluating individual or school 

performance. It is about building a better system 

that identifies and supports at-risk students.

And in that process there is ongoing review to 

identify what is working, what isn’t, and what 

needs to be modified to achieve the objective. 

It is about the at-risk students; not those 

implementing and supporting the EWS.
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FIRST RESPONSE STRATEGIES ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Table 7A – Contnued

Type of 
Intervention

School Administrator/Director Community Leader (PTA, SMC, etc.)

Tracking 
Indicators

• Reviews records

• Signs letters to parents

• Notifies PTA chair when letters 

go out

• Reviews parents communication 

log/form

• Participates in home visits after 

CMM

• Leads CMM

• Coordinates with PTA chair 

to schedule and advertise 

community meetings

• Co-hosts community meetings

• Coordinates Stay-in-School 

Committee (SSC)

• Reviews tracking forms

• Reviews communication log/form

• Contacts parents (telephone call 

or home visit) concerning the 

home visit; can participate in 

home visit

• Participates in CMM as needed; 

coordinates wrap around 

services as needs/as available

• Mobilizes community leaders for 

participation on SSC

• Co-hosts community meetings

Letters and 
phone calls to 
parents

Monthly Case 
Management 
Meetings (CMM)

Home visits with 
parents

Monthly/Quarterly 
Community 
Meetings

Stay-in-School 
Committee (SSC)

Action 1: Stay-in-School 
Committees and First Response 
Support
The first action EWS implementers should take 

is to work with community leaders to form Stay-

in-School Committees (SSCs). SSCs take an 

active role in the implementation of the school’s 

first response strategies. Once they are notified 

of at-risk student absences, they review logs, 

review case management meeting decisions, 

and as needed, participate in those meetings. 

They play a vital support role in carrying out 

collective decisions on things that can be done 

to provide ongoing or additional support to 

at-risk students and, in some cases to their 

families as well. Because of the central role they 

play, deciding who should be on the Stay-in-

School Committee is an important decision.

Why have a Stay-in-School Committee?
For communities to own the solution to school 

dropout, they must be at the center of efforts 

to keep students in school. That means that 
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COLLABORATION AMONG SCHOOL PERSONNEL
and community members is key to success. Below, teachers and 

community members at a school in India are reviewing tracking sheets 

and deciding on which first response strategies to use to improve 

attendance.  

community leaders should have an active role in 

making home visits. They should participate in 

discussions with school personnel about which 

households need to be visited, what needs to 

be discussed, when the visit should take place, 

and possible options to address problems. 

This dialogue not only draws on community 

knowledge of local families, but helps create a 

partnership with the school, as they jointly define 

solutions to mitigate school dropout in their 

communities. It also fosters transparency and 

underscores accountability to ensure the EWS 

will be properly and continually implemented. 

This exchange is central to the checks and 

balance system of an EWS.

Who should be on a Stay-in-School 
Committee? 

A decision about a Stay-in-School Committee 

begins at the planning stage when a school 

and community decide they want to support a 

program to address school dropout. This topic 

may come up during the site visit or during initial 

conversations you have during a telephone call 

with the school. It should definitely be discussed 

during the school orientation and subsequent 

training for an EWS.

An ongoing objective of a school EWS team is 

to enlarge the circle of community members 

who take on the issue of school dropout. 

Given the level of effort and responsibilities that 

SSCs have, broad participation of committed 

community leaders is very important.

There are several things that must be 

considered when forming your Stay-in-School 

Committee:

• Availability: It takes time to do a good job as 

a Stay-in-School Committee member. If your 
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committee is going to be effective, it must 

have sufficient members who are willing to 

give the time it takes to review information, 

contact parents and spend time with school 

personnel in meetings to discuss at-risk 

students and what can be done to support 

them.

• Representation: If you want parents and 

families to accept the leadership and advice 

of a SSC, they need to have a voice in who 

is on that committee. If possible, PTA or 

other community groups should nominate 

individuals they trust to be members of their 

SSC.

• Literacy: Although all the SSC members do 

not need to be literate, a significant number 

of the members need to be able to read so 

that they can review the information and logs. 

Members who cannot read can be partnered 

with those who can to enable all participants 

to play a role.

• Commitment: SSC members must be 

committed and want to be a part of this 

movement. Parents in your community 

who are already playing a role in supporting 

education can serve as role models for other 

parents. In this capacity, they bring credibility 

and confidence that will both enhance your 

program and encourage other parents to 

participate.

• Team Player: SSC members should be 

able to problem solve and work well with 

other people. If they have a reputation for 

fault-finding and building road blocks they 

may not be the best people to pick to be 

a member of the SSC. Members need to 

be able to strengthen relationships, look for 

creative solutions and work with parents 

who understandably may be resistant to 

outsiders getting involved in their family’s 

affairs.

• Respect: SSC members must have the 

respect of families and school personnel. 

• Communication skills: SSC members need 

to be able to effectively communicate. A key 

role of SSC members is sharing information 

with families and therefore, they must 

be individuals who can easily engage in 

conversations.

• Sensitivity: They must be compassionate 

and recognize that families often struggle 

to send their children to school. Poverty 

and life events often hinder the best of 

parental intentions. SSC members need to 

understand that even when families want to 

send their children to school, it can come 

at a tremendous sacrifice to the immediate 

well-being of the family.

• Volunteerism: SSCs members will likely 

not be paid for their participation. The 

satisfaction and public recognition of 

doing an important service for children, the 

school and community should be sufficient 

compensation. 

TIP: SELECTING THE BEST 
PEOPLE FOR YOUR SSC

Stay-in-School Committees (SSCs) can 

do a variety of things to contribute to 

the success of an EWS. Specifically they 

should support the efforts of others 

at the school to help prevent students 

from dropping out. Selecting the right 

people to be members of your SSC is a 

critical step in enabling this committee 

to support your program. To do this, 

you may want to start by creating a 

list of people in your community who 

are known by others and who are 

recognized for their leadership skills 

and commitment to education. Once 

you have a list of many people, share it 

with a few colleagues and ask them to 

pick 6-10 people from the list who they 

feel would be excellent SSC members. 

Be sure that your list has both men and 

women and is representative of the 

ethnic groups in your community. 
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• Age matters: Older members of the 

community are not the only ones who should 

join the SSC. Trustworthy young adults can 

have tremendous credibility and energy 

to provide support and insight about the 

factors that cause school dropout and what 

can be done to mitigate it. School dropout is 

an issue that may soon affect their children 

so they have an incentive to work to reduce 

the number of students who drop out.

• Turf Issues: SSC members need to 

recognize the limits of their roles and 

responsibilities. It is not their job to chastise 

or evaluate teachers or the school director 

on what they are doing or not doing. Nor is it 

their job to shame parents and blame them 

for the absences or poor performance of 

their children.

• Confidentiality: SSCs members will know 

the private information of students who 

are struggling. SSCs members must be 

trustworthy. The situation of at-risk students 

and their families must not be made worse 

by SSC members who cannot keep this 

information confidential.

Although forming the SSC is done at the school 

level, they will benefit from your guidance. A 

good way to begin forming a SSC is to host 

a community meeting. Working in partnership 

with the school director, PTA chairperson and/

or the SMC chairperson, you should explain that 

they are beginning an initiative to address school 

dropout. If the PTA or the SMC are not present 

or not functioning well, select another strong 

local community group, such a village education 

committee, local governance committee, 

women’s groups, or farmers’ groups to work with.

Establishing the SSC should be part of your 

efforts to start the process of establishing an 

EWS so that parents of students understand 

its purpose within the context of the EWS. It is 

important to explain what the SSCs’ role will 

be and the amount of time it will demand. Ask 

families to identify one or two people (depending 

on the size of your SSC) to represent them on 

the committee. In some communities, it might 

be best to conduct a secret ballot to vote for the 

SSC parent representatives. However, in many 

communities, especially smaller communities, 

nominations from the audience will likely suffice. 

School personnel should also be given an 

opportunity to nominate a representative from 

the community. It should not be another teacher 

or another person working at the school. 

SSC members should only be asked to be on 

the committee for a specific period of time. In 

setting up the initial SSC membership, half of the 

members should plan to serve one academic 

school year or term, as shown in Figure 7B 

below, while the other half serves two academic 

school years or terms. In this way, the SSC will 

continually get new committee members but 

have continuity as well. This means that activities 

begun under one serving committee will continue 

since there are individuals who bring institutional 

Figure 7B – Stay-in-School Standing Committee Cycles

1st TERM SSC  

Some members 
move to the 2nd 
term SSC.

*

2nd TERM SSC  

Some members 
move to the 3rd 
term SSC.

*

3rd TERM SSC  

Some members 
move to the 4th 
term SSC.

*
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memory and can serve as mentors and trainers 

to new members. SSC members should be 

given high status by the school personnel and 

existing school committees (for example, the 

PTA and/or the SMC). Terms of service should 

be a school level decision since the availability 

of competent SSC volunteers can vary 

dramatically by community. But there should 

be some kind of a rotation to maintain balance 

and enthusiasm, while bringing new voices and 

ideas into the committee.

The school director, and PTA and SMC 

chairpersons can also visit community leaders 

and solicit their participation on the SSC. 

Individuals who make good SSC members 

include: 

• Religious leaders;

• CBO or NGO representatives;

• Health professionals;

• Business owners; and

• Local government representative.

The textbox above illustrates ways that 

partnerships between schools and communities 

in Tajikistan and Timor-Leste were forged.

What do Stay-in-School Committees do?
Although the composition of the committees 

may vary by community, their roles and 

responsibilities should be quite similar. Being on 

a SSC demands a significant amount of time. 

It is not uncommon for committee members 

to become overwhelmed and even resistant 

to fulfilling the duties of being a member of 

the SSC over time. It is therefore critical for 

members to thoroughly understand what they 

are expected to do and why it is so important. 

Let’s revisit the key responsibilities of Stay-in-

School Committees. In general, Stay-in-School 

STAY-IN-SCHOOL COMMITTEES IN TIMOR-LESTE AND TAJIKISTAN

In Timor-Leste, a Stay-in-School Task Force worked with each school to help make home visits, 

deliver postcards and organize community mobilization activities (community meetings or open 

houses). The task force was, initially, comprised of members appointed by the community, 

including members of the PTA or Parent Council (where such existed), community members 

interested in education, and village leaders. 

Participation in the task force evolved over time and eventually volunteers, especially interested 

parents/guardians, became active members. The size of the groups varied from community to 

community, ranging from 10 to 15 members. The size of the task force depended on factors such 

as school size, the ability of members to travel to the school and student homes, and competing 

seasonal activities. Task force members and volunteers visited the school twice a week to check on 

postcards that needed to be delivered and home visits that needed to be made.

In Tajikistan, the SSC comprised a broad range of community members, including private citizens 

and government personnel. Depending on the size and structure of the community, several 

different actors were approached to take part in EWS activities. Local leadership was highly valued 

and school personnel approached the heads or deputy heads of the community. Additionally, 

the PTA members, religious leaders, village doctors, the heads of women’s committees and local 

police or entrepreneurs were also approached about supporting the school dropout program. 

Community members supported the program in several ways. The first was to help disseminate 

the “Stay-in-School” messages at important village meetings. Community members also made 

home visits and organized financial or material resources, such as books and supplies, to aid at-risk 

students.
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THE PUSH-PULL EFFECT: GIVE CHANGE TIME

Even when Stay-in School Committee members are fully committed to the EWS, it takes time 

to change behavior. 

During a visit to Timor-Leste we heard this story about a PTA chairperson who was a member 

of the Stay-in-School Committee. He emphatically shared his belief that the EWS was making 

a significant difference in his village. He excitedly shook the postcard he was delivering 

to a family whose daughter missed too much school. As he trudged up the steep hill he 

emphasized how important his role was in making the community a better place because all 

the children in the village were going to get a good education. 

When he arrived at the family’s house he took the card in his right hand and placed the card 

in the left hand of the girl’s father—his own! Despite his understanding of how important daily 

attendance was and his role as a member of the SSC, his own daughter had missed too much 

school. The old habits were hard to change. His wife stood at the door nodding her head in 

agreement as he talked to her about their daughter’s absences from school and what needed 

to be done to improve the situation.

This father believed in the program. He wanted it to work. He was eagerly carrying out his 

responsibility as a Stay-in-School Committee member. The “push” to keep all students in 

school was strong. But the “pull” of old behaviors and habits was equally strong. Over time, 

with ongoing work to support this community and the parents, habits will change. But you 

must give the time it takes to make change happen.

Committee members are a part of the school 

EWS team and should take part in the initial 

training. If they are not and didn’t participate 

in that training, those who did must provide 

hands-on training including “on the job training” 

or shadowing those who did before engaging 

in activities on their own. However, even with 

training and commitment, behavior will not 

change quickly. As the textbox below illustrates, 

we embrace the “push” from new ideas, but 

the “pull” from the way we have always done 

things—habits to a large degree—pull us back 

into old ways of doing things.

Reviewing student tracking records. Since 

an EWS is highly dependent on transparency 

that leads to accountability, SSC members’ 

first and foremost role is to stay aware of 

what is happening with the at-risk students. 

One decision that must be made very early 

when implementing an EWS is to what degree 

private information about the at-risk students is 

shared with SSC members. No one should be 

a standing member if they are not trustworthy 

and prudent. In their role as a reviewer, they 

need to understand why the student data is 

collected and what it means. They do not need 

to have an in-depth understanding but enough 

that they understand the relationship between 

this information and the risk of dropping out of 

school.

Review communication logs. Again, a key 

part of the transparency and accountability 

mechanism is the review of what is happening 

with the EWS. It is easy for things to “fall 

between the cracks.” And SSC members 

can help to make sure things stay on course 

and work with school personnel to develop a 

streamlined process. One example is to hold 

twice monthly meetings to jointly review things 

such as the results of case management 
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meetings. It is important for everyone involved in 

implementing the EWS to see the connections 

among the various activities.

Communicate with parents. Teachers need 

support in contacting parents, be it via phone 

calls or in person. The number of at-risk 

students and the time and travel requirements 

may exceed what teachers are able to do on 

their own. SSC members can take on some of 

this burden by conducting home visits either 

with or without a teacher. SSC participation in 

home visits may also make them friendlier since 

they are the household’s peers who are calling. 

While SDPP teams generally found that parents 

eagerly welcomed SSC members during home 

visits, being in a small group can ensure the 

security of the visitors.

Participate in Case Management Meetings.  

Generally, case management meetings occur at 

the school. They focus on teaching and learning 

activities and will likely not involve community 

leaders. But there are times—such as where 

a student’s behavior is very disruptive or even 

dangerous, if parents are not cooperating, 

or there are issues that go well beyond what 

parents are able to address (extreme poverty or 

health issues)—that require the support of the 

community. In these cases, the SSC members 

who represent the community can be invited to 

participate in the discussion on how to support 

the at-risk students and their families.

Advocate, inform, and educate. Working with 

the families of at-risk students is not enough. 

The outreach must go beyond them. There are 

multiple reasons for this. One is that no family 

is immune from the risk of dropout. Even the 

most educated or wealthy family and children 

of privilege can be at risk. But, another reason 

is that to break the vicious cycle of dropout, the 

wider community must be involved. Everyone 

has a stake in what happens and needs to 

share in what needs to be done. SSCs can help 

organize and participate in a variety of school 

and community events where information about 

dropout can be shared. The SSCs in Timor-

Leste, for example, used routine back-to-school 

and end-of-school events to spread the word 

about dropout prevention.

See the textbox above for other examples of 

things a Stay-in-School Committee can do to 

support at-risk students.

WHAT CAN MY STAY-IN-SCHOOL COMMITTEE DO?

• Follow up an initial letter or home visit with a parent with a second visit to see how the 

student is progressing. 

• Talk with the parent of an absent student when you meet him or her in the community.

• Accompany children who are “playing hooky” back to school. 

• Follow up each community meeting by talking with the parents of children highly at-risk of 

dropping out to see what they thought of the meeting and whether they will push harder 

to keep their children in school.

• Encourage local business owners to report truancy to the school. For example, in 

Cambodia, errant students play video and computer games at the local internet cafes.

• Form patrol units who check favorite play spots such as the soccer field to check on 

students who are skipping school and accompany them to school.
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Challenges of working with Stay-in School 
Committees 
Community members have limited time. In 

addition to their work and family obligations, 

often those most suitable for SSC membership 

are those who are already serving on other 

village committees and are oversubscribed.  

Is it easy to be on a SSC?  No! It demands a 

considerable amount of time and commitment. 

Not all members will do their share. Not all SSC 

members will be effective. SSCs need strong 

leadership, as well as continual monitoring and 

encouragement. Depending on the context, 

oversight can be provided by the school director 

or designee, an assigned teacher or cluster- or 

district-level staff. 

Some of the issues related to SSCs that 

emerged during the SDPP program include the 

following:

1. It can be difficult to find people who have 

the skills and personality to be effective 

SSC members. Literacy is a problem in some 

communities. Some community members may 

lack important skills that may limit what they 

can do such as being illiterate. However, pairing 

illiterate members with others on the committee 

who can read can accommodate this problem. 

Also, not all tasks require literacy. Even if they 

can’t “read” all the records, they do know when 

things are left blank and should be filled out, 

when meetings aren’t held that should be, etc. 

Putting structures in place to accommodate 

their skill set is a worthwhile effort that will pay 

off tremendously in the future. Remember, the 

skills they do bring are important. Modify their 

responsibility to build on their strengths.

2. There are no local groups to work with or 

that are functional. Even if a school has a PTA 

or SMC, it does not necessarily mean that they 

are effective or even functional. You may have 

to look to other community groups or create 

an SSC from interested individuals. It may be 

necessary to train SSC members who have 

little or no experience working in community 

groups. Sending members to visit a school 

where things are working well—to observe them 

hosting a meeting or conducting home visits, 

etc.—can be very helpful and inspiring. Arranging 

cross-school visits and asking a committee 

member from another school to come and 

speak to your committee can also be helpful. 

Coordinate with other schools and see if some 

kind of a community-of-practice or an ad hoc 

exchange mechanism can be formed to provide 

encouragement and support. 

The SDPP qualitative research 

underscored the role school directors 

played in building community 

interest being active SSC members. 

The research also found how the 

community leaders and parents took 

on a more active role as they better 

understood the role school dropout 

played in their communities and saw 

the positive impact the EWS had on 

their children.
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3. Finding people who have enough time 

to carry out the duties of the SSC can 

be a problem. Everyone is busy—school 

personnel and community members. Because 

of their school responsibilities, teachers are 

often not able to engage in some of the 

first response activities until after school 

hours. Many community members will also 

have multiple responsibilities. They may run 

businesses or work in gardens or have domestic 

responsibilities. Therefore, it is important to 

keep meetings short and focused. Set a time 

limit and stick to it. Rotate who comes to 

different meetings and have quarterly “check in” 

meetings where everyone attends to catch up. 

Delegate different tasks to different people so 

that no one person has too much to do. 

4. Carrying out the duties of the SSC is not 

easy. The textbox below underscores how 

difficult it can be serving on a SSC. Although the 

committee members are working on behalf of 

the school for the well-being of at-risk students, 

it is not always perceived that way. The situation 

can be made worse when parents feel that 

teachers are not meeting their responsibilities. 

This is where the checks and balance system 

should kick in. When SSC members learn that 

parents are frustrated by teacher absences 

(real or perceived), the SSC members need 

to share this information with the school 

director so that action can be taken. The SSC 

members may also organize meetings between 

frustrated parents and school personnel so that 

perceptions can be corrected or action taken. 

This kind of dialogue and response should be 

part of the outreach and awareness efforts.

5. SSC members lose interest. The demands 

may become too heavy or the intrinsic rewards 

too little for some members to sustain a high 

level of energy and interested in carrying out 

the SSC tasks. This is to be expected and in 

some cases there may be nothing you can do 

to motivate and encourage individuals to stay 

involved, but there are things you can do to keep 

interest high.

The following suggestions can help you maintain 

the interest and motivation of your Stay-in-

School Committee members.

• Recognize their success. Celebrate the good 

work that is being done. Make sure there are 

quarterly and annual recognition ceremonies 

in which their work is acknowledged and you 

can express your appreciation for their service. 

• Offer them opportunities to share with others 

what they are learning and doing. Host 

A SSC member’s experience with 

serving on an SSC in Timor-Leste 

underscores how difficult being a 

member can be.

“To deliver the Warning Card often 

takes all day. The students’ homes 

are far from the school, and not close 

together. They are all spread out in 

the different villages. It takes a lot of 

time and effort to deliver the cards, 

and there are only two of us who are 

prepared to do it.”
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LESSONS LEARNED ABOUT COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT IN 
TAJIKISTAN

1. PTA engagement makes a difference. The SDPP team found stronger positive behaviors 

in students when PTAs were involved. PTAs in SDPP treatment schools mitigated 

absenteeism by providing funds to buy school clothes, shoes or supplies for at risk 

students from poor families, donating firewood or dried dung to heat classrooms, and 

making home visits to convince parents to send their children to school regularly.

2. When Mullahs speak, communities listen. In workshops for parents and community 

members, SDPP team members observed that when the attending mullahs spoke out in 

favor of children completing education, community members listened to them. In several 

cases, mullahs accompanied SSC members and homeroom teachers on home visits, 

encouraging parents to send their children to school.

3. Community police are a benign, yet powerful force. The SDPP team revived the “truant 

officer” function of these “youth” police in some communities. Police officers attended 

some of the PTA/Community workshops; it was noted how their former functions 

dovetailed and complemented EWS. In schools where the police became involved, the 

power of the community was strengthened in reaching out to and helping parents.
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annual reflection meetings in your school and 

with other SSCs. This kind of exchange is not 

only a capacity building opportunity, it is a 

way to underscore the value and importance 

of what they are doing. 

• Give them a small gift to recognize their 

service. If money permits, give each member 

a T-shirt or a tote bag or cap that announces 

“I am a Stay-in-School Committee member”. 

• Compensate them for their expenses such as 

cell phone minutes or transportation costs. 

The SMC may be persuaded to provide 

an allowance to cover the SSC’s legitimate 

expenses. 

• Provide a small stipend for the lead member 

to coordinate, monitor and even recruit 

members. 

• Reach out to new members each year. Don’t 

expect members to serve indefinitely. Always 

plan for replacements.

• Finally, if they really want to quit, thank them 

for their service and part ways. Find someone 

else who brings new life to the group.

Action 2: Advocacy, awareness 
raising and outreach
Any efforts to keep all students in school 

depends on strong advocacy, awareness and 

outreach activities. Although school dropout has 

always existed, many communities know very 

little about what it is, the impact it has on their 

lives in both the short and long term, and what 

they can do about it. One of the most important 

aspects of the partnership between schools 

and communities is outreach by the community 

into the community. In addition to their support 

in contacting individual families (see textbox to 

the left), community leaders are instrumental in 

efforts to educate the larger community about 

what school dropout is, the impact it has on the 

individual, their family and their community and 

what can be done about school dropout.

There are many creative ways to increase 

awareness about school dropout. Some are 

more high tech than others. All of them are 

framed around the specific contextual factors 

that cause school dropout in their country and 

their communities. 

Examples of activities, techniques and tools 

SDPP countries used in their programs are:

• Community meetings and open houses 

• Stay-in-School board game

• Parent brochures 

• Voice messages via cell phones

• Posters 

Each of these outreach activities is described 

below. Keep in mind, these are illustrative. Each 

school EWS team should explore activities they 

can do and sustain. When brainstorming on 

what your EWS team might do, be creative.

Community Meetings and Open Houses
Both Stay-in-School Committees and PTAs/

SMCs can organize and host community 

meetings and school open houses each year 

to talk to the community about the importance 

of education and children staying in school. 

The meetings can be informative as well as 

entertaining, featuring games, skits, role-play, 

demonstrations, and student performances. 

They need not be limited to parents of students 

in the school, but open to interested community 

members to broaden awareness. And the 

meetings need not be formal. In Cambodia, 

the SDPP community groups—armed with 

posters and materials—held impromptu and 

opportunistic discussions during market days, 

at the pagoda, etc.

The Awareness and Meeting Planning Tool 

(table 7C) can guide community outreach 

efforts. Keep in mind that the long term 

objective is for the community to take ownership 

of this component. But in the beginning, school 

personnel will need to offer them guidance and 

suggestions on what they can do and provide 

tools they can use. It is also important that the 

community leaders have a clearly defined vision 

and overall concept of their goals and the steps 

they need to achieve their goals. The positive 
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Continued

Table 7C

AWARENESS AND MEETING PLANNING ACTIVITIES TOOL

1. WHO will participate? Who is to be invited? 
What is their role during the meetings?: 

• List the people who should be invited to attend.

• Should commune or local officials be invited? 

If so, what role will they play? Will they give 

a speech or present some information? (For 

example: A representative from the local health 

center can present on child health.) 

• What role will the principal or school director 

play in these meetings? 

• Who else could contribute to these meetings? 

2. HOW will you invite people?

• What is the best method by which to invite 

people to the meetings (telephone, visit, poster, 

etc.)?

• Whose responsibility will it be to invite each 

person?

• Who else could contribute to these meetings? 

3. WHY - What is the purpose of the meetings?

• Agenda for meeting – what topics will be 

discussed at this meeting? Choose a main 

topic for each of the meetings. (Think of what 

experts related to this topic could be invited). 

The purpose of each meeting must be clear. 

This includes not only the information that 

will be discussed, but also what is hoped to 

be achieved. Thematic posters on various 

education related topics could be a useful item 

around which to structure each meeting. 

• Who will chair the meeting? Who will lead the 

discussion?

• Who will act as a facilitator to insure that 

community members are able to fully participate 

and express their ideas? 

• Who will take notes at the meeting?

1st Meeting 2nd Meeting 3rd Meeting
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AWARENESS AND MEETING PLANNING ACTIVITIES TOOL

Table 7C – Continued

4. WHERE will the meetings take place?

• Choose a community building where meetings 

can take place. Is this building easily accessible 

to all community members? Insure that the 

choice of the location does not exclude any 

members from participating. 

• Who will book the meeting? How much notice is 

needed to book the meeting’s venue? 

• If the school isn’t available, is there a cost for the 

use of other spaces? 

5. WHEN - what dates for the meetings?

• How often will these meetings take place? 

• How long will meetings last? What time will 

they begin to ensure that parents and other 

community members can attend? 

• When are people likely to be available? Make 

sure not to schedule meetings on holidays or 

during other important events in the community 

when members are unlikely to attend. 

• How much notice do community leaders or 

other guests need to ensure that they can 

attend.

6. WHAT materials do you need for the meeting?

• Posters, games, student classwork, classroom 

displays, etc.

1st Meeting 2nd Meeting 3rd Meeting
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role school directors played in catalyzing 

communities to become involved in the SDPP 

countries is highlighted in the textbox.

School open houses can be held each quarter 

or semester. There are two main reasons for 

an open house: the first one is to increase 

parent/guardian and community engagement 

with the school and make them aware of 

school activities. The second is to provide 

an opportunity for students to highlight work 

they have done during the quarter/semester 

or to “show off” what they are learning or their 

special talents by putting on plays, skits and 

singing. This also provides an opportunity to 

acknowledge the hard work and progress of the 

students, their families, school personnel and 

community leaders. 

Open houses include a series of activities: 

• Project displays: Things students have done 

during the semester can be displayed on the 

walls.

• Poster discussion: Groups can be formed 

to take part in discussion around one of 

the thematic posters to raise awareness 

and bring about positive change in the 

community 

• Case management discussions: Open 

houses provide an opportunity where 

teachers might set up individual meetings 

with the parents of at-risk students to 

discuss student progress and decide on 

future actions to take.

• Students can put on plays they write, and 

sing and dance for the audience.

Open houses should be open to the community. 

Remember everyone counts; no one should 

be excluded. At-risk students often come from 

groups and households that are the most 

vulnerable and may be marginalized due to 

social standing, poverty, caste, ethnicity/race, 

language, religion, HIV/AIDS status and other 

factors. These events are for their benefit and 

support; they and their families must feel at 

ease and welcome. Sensitivity and inclusion 

should be key principles in all EWS schools and 

communities.

Stay-in-School Board Game 
One entertaining way to raise awareness is 

the Stay-in-School board game (Figure 7D), 

developed by the SDPP team in India. It was 

used during home visits, in community meetings 

and at open houses by both the students and 

the adults, involving 2-4 people with many 

onlookers. The game takes the players on 

a “Chutes and Ladders”1 journey to stay in 

school and avoid dropout. Along the way, 

players encounter squares with the icon of a 

loudspeaker. When they land on a loudspeaker, 

the player draws a card with a scenario relating 

to the importance of school or a challenge to 

staying in school. The players must discuss this 

scenario and then move the number of squares 

backward or forward as indicated on the card. 

The first player to reach the school is the winner.

Look at the front and back of two of the game 

cards (Figure 7E). 

• What do you think they are communicating 

to the players?  

• How effective do you think this board game 

is for working with parents/guardians who 

are not able to read? 

• What game cards could you use in your 

country if you develop a game as part of 

your program to raise awareness about the 

importance of staying in school? 

• How effective do you think a board 

game would be in raising awareness and 

addressing school drop out?  

As you can see the first card tells the player to 

move back two spaces. The second card tells 

the player to move forward three places.  

Think of three scenarios you might use in a 

board game you would design. Do you think 

parents playing a game with their children is 

a good way to raise awareness about school 

dropout in your country?
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Figure 7E – Stay-in-School playing card

Figure 7D – Stay-in-School board game
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Figure 7F – Father’s playing the Stay-in-School game at an open house in India.

Figure 7E – Stay-in-School playing card (continued)
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Parent Brochures
Each SDPP country prepared brochures for 

parents with tips about how to support their 

children in school, ranging from making sure 

they attend regularly to checking that they 

have done their homework to serving breakfast 

before school. The materials were gauged to 

the literacy levels of the parents. For example, 

in Tajikistan, where households have relatively 

high literacy levels, text and illustrations were 

used in equal parts. In Timor-Leste, where many 

parents are unable to read, the materials used 

easily-followed illustrations.  

These were used during home visits, PTA 

meetings, and formed the basis of discussions 

in outreach events and open houses. Brochures 

were not distributed without being part of a 

discussion to ensure that all parents—no matter 

what level of literacy—could participate and 

benefit.

The following brochure for parents from SDPP 

in Cambodia (see Figure 7G) focuses on the 

parents’ obligation to send their children to 

school under the Cambodian Education Law. 

It also provides tips for parents to support the 

schooling of their children to keep them in 

school. Some of the SDPP anti-dropout posters 

(discussed below) were included in the brochure 

to illustrate why they should encourage their 

children to stay in school.

Figure 7H on the following page is from 

Tajikistan. The 8-page brochure addresses 

variety of topics: 

• Why do children dropout of school?

• Why is school dropout a problem?

• What can we do?

• What can parents do at home?

• How can parents work together with 

teachers?

• How can parents be involved in their 

children’s school?

Figure 7G – Parent brochure in Cambodia
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Figure 7I – Stay-in-School bracelets in Timor-Leste

Initial Incentive 3 months attendance 6 months attendance

school every day.
I’m strong. I go to

who worked hard
Success for students

to education

SDPP is a bridge

Figure 7H – Parent brochure in Tajikistan

•	 How was your day at school?

•	 What was new today?

•	 What did you find that was 

interesting?

•	 Did you have any difficulties?

•	 Do you have homework?

•	 What can I do to help you?

Show Concern by Talking to Your 

Children About School Every Day:

Excerpt from Tajikistan Parent Brochure
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Timor-Leste awarded elastic bracelets to 

students as a way to “advocate and advertise” 

the importance of regularly attending school 

(see Figure 7I). Students were awarded 

bracelets when they achieved a set benchmark 

for school attendance. The bracelets were highly 

prized and became a symbol of the student’s 

and family’s commitment to schooling and 

accomplishment in achieving the goal.

Voice Messages
Cell phone penetration is increasing around the 

world. In rural Samastipur district in Bihar State 

in India, about 75 percent of households are 

reported to have at least one cell phone. Based 

on this, the SDPP team experimented with 

using cell phones as part of the EWS outreach 

activities to contact and share information with 

parents. Because of the low level of parent 

literacy, voice messaging—rather than text 

messaging—was used.

One- to three-minute prerecorded voice 

messages were sent three times a week to the 

parents of students enrolled in the targeted 

Grade 5. Parents could listen to the message 

when convenient. The message took different 

forms:  informational (about school events 

and tips on student support), awareness 

raising (about the importance of education), 

and “infotainment” (serial stories or vignettes 

about the lives of a cast of characters in a 

village dealing with dropout. See textbox on 

the next page - “SDPP voice message from 

India”). The messages addressed issues around 

attendance, behavior and/or performance. 

Figure 7J – Data from the first year of SDPP voice message system in India.

VOICE MESSAGE BROADCAST ANALYSIS
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having a phone

On avg. % of parents 
who received the 
voice message

On avg. % of parents 
who did not receive 
the voice message

80.60%

56.32%

43.70%

• Out of 5,456 parents, 80.6% have phones. 

• Of those with phones, 56.3% of parents receive the voice message.

• The 43.7% of parents who did not receive the voice message because:

- phone numbers were changed; 

- phones were not charged due to lack of electricity;

- no one picked up the call.     
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Context: Ganesi, on his way home, stops at Madho’s grocery shop. Madho’s wife, Sunnari, 

and son, Mangru, are working.

Narrator: 

“Hello, I am Gajodhar Uncle. In the previous message, you heard how Ramesar Sir told 

Ganesi how parents should create a conducive environment for children at home to 

encourage them to study. Ganesi has begun doing this, but his neighbor Madho has 

made his own son work at his shop instead of sending him to school. So, one day, Ganesi 

decides to stop by the shop. Let’s hear what happens…”

Ganesi: 

“What, Mangru, you are sitting at the shop… Where is your father, Madho?”

Sunnari: 

“Mandru’s father is unwell. That is why Mangru is sitting at the shop.”

Ganesi: 

“This is very wrong on Madho’s part! This is the time Manru should be studying and you are 

making him sit at the shop!” 

Narrator: 

“Think for yourself; is this the right thing to do?” 

Sunnari: 

“Studying is fine… but if the shop is closed, how will we live?” 

Ganesi: 

“All right, but keep this in mind as well: by keeping Mangru away from school you are 

not helping him in the long run. Until the time Madho gets better, you should all manage 

in such a way that Mangru’s schooling is not affected. So, from tomorrow, start sending 

Mangru to school.”

Sunnari: 

“What you are saying is right; from tomorrow we will try to start sending him to school.” 

Ganesi: 

“Don’t ‘try’… from tomorrow you must start sending him to school and you should make 

sure to drop him off at school yourself, otherwise these kids, instead of coming to school, 

they run away to other places.” 

Sunnari: 

“Oh, is it like that? Then I will make sure that I get him to school tomorrow.” 

Narrator: 

“Don’t involve children in work, let them explore their own potential.” 

SDPP VOICE MESSAGE FROM INDIA
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They were meant to enhance parents/guardian 

awareness of, as well as to increase their 

interest and participation in activities around the 

school. 

In developing voice messages, input needs to 

be obtained from local stakeholders—teachers, 

parents, student, and community members—

to ensure that they target issues common 

to the local context, such as the risk factors 

or daily practices that may lead to student 

dropout. Interestingly, SDPP found that while 

the “infotainment” stories were enjoyed by 

households, the most popular messages were 

the messages recorded by the local school 

principal, announcing school events—such 

as open house invitations—or providing other 

information.

Voice messages can be effective but the 

following considerations should be taken into 

account when planning this kind of outreach. 

• Cost.  These include setting up the system, 

the broadcasts and preparing and recording 

the messages. In some cases, cell phone 

service providers might be willing to 

support a school dropout program with free 

distribution or minutes as part of a social 

responsibility program.

• Coverage.  Ground-truth the statistics 

about cellphone prevalence in your areas 

before committing to a messaging system. 

The official statistic may not apply to your 

particular geographic area. SDPP found that 

while cell phone penetration was high overall 

in Cambodia, it was not in the provinces 

where the program was working.

• Coordination/management.  Messaging is 

not something that should be undertaken 

at the school-level. It needs a project 

coordinator to manage and oversee it at the 

national, regional or district level.

• Take-up.  Know in advance that it is 

unlikely that 100 percent of the messages 

will be received and listened to by all the 

households on your broadcast roster. A 

major challenge SDPP faced in the cell-

phone rich environment in India was keeping 

current with the constantly changing cell 

phone numbers of parents searching for 

lower rates with competing carriers. This 

was exacerbated by the use of disposable 

cell phones.

Posters
Posters can be a powerful communications tool 

for community outreach activities. They can 

provide information about issues of dropout and 

inspire students, teachers, school staff, parents/

guardians and other important community 

members to work together to prevent dropout 

from occurring. They also help structure and 

serve as props for the SSC, PTA and school 

mobilizers.

Each of the four SDPP countries created a 

series of posters—one for each quarter of the 

academic school year. Some posters used 

well-known sayings to reinforce the importance 

of schooling. Others highlighted government 

laws such as education for all and compulsory 

attendance. Still others focused on key factors 

that contributed to students dropping out of 

school and things that could be done especially 

by families to prevent it. All the posters were 

durable, visually attractive and used in multiple 

ways.

Posters should be colorful and visually 

appealing. Remember, some of your target 

audience may not be able to read so ensuring 

the message can be easily understood by 

individuals who have limited to no reading skills 

is important. Individuals who are presenting the 

posters should be encouraged to point to the 

illustrations. The presenter might ask individuals 

in the audience what they think the poster is 

“saying.” Although instructions are included with 

the posters, specific situations in communities 

will be different and poster content may need to 

be modified. For instance, in some communities 

children have work obligations outside of the 

home, while in other communities this was not 

an issue.
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Posters should include instructions on how 

to use them—discussion topics for use in the 

community meetings and with the students 

in the schools. In some countries separate 

instructions came with the posters. There was 

an option to make them double-sided to ensure 

the instructions were on the flip side of the 

image. The SDPP team in Tajikistan developed 

discussion prompts to use with different 

audiences. The posters were hung in prominent 

places in the schools and taken into PTA and 

other community meetings as discussion 

starters. Hanging posters in visible locations in 

the community, such as government offices, 

the post office and stores will also reinforce the 

importance of everyone working together to 

keep children in school.

The following pages include some examples 

of posters from the four SDPP countries. As 

you review the posters shown, ask yourself the 

these questions:

• What is being “communicated” in the 

illustrations? 

• If someone could not read, do you think the 

illustrations still convey the message? 

1. Display posters in a prominent location—in the school office, classrooms or community 

meeting hall—and change the poster on a monthly or quarterly basis. 

2. Distribute posters to interested stakeholders within the community: teachers, children’s 

groups, PTA/SMC, local government offices, NGOs or other community groups. Posters 

may be described at the opening of the new school year, teachers may find them helpful 

in class, and PTA or government offices might find them useful in meetings for display or 

discussion. 

3. The school EWS team should review the new poster each month noting the suggestions 

for use of the poster. Discuss the new topic in staff meetings, present it at community 

group gatherings, include it in school assemblies or in some other way use it to encourage 

students to stay in school. 

4. Students might be asked to create their own posters to present at school open houses or 

other community group meetings. 

TIPS ON HOW TO USE POSTERS

• Will family and community members with 

limited literacy skills be an issue in your 

country? 

• If there are multiple languages used in the 

communities you will be working in, what 

can be done to make sure everyone can 

take an active role despite differences in 

language? 

Remember that language plays a key role in 

identity and can divide a community, limiting the 

impact of your EWS if there are some whose 

participation is limited because of language 

issues.

 

Action 3: Community Provision 
of Wrap-Around Services 
Another important community action is 

building a network of community leaders 

and organizations who are willing to provide 

“wrap-around” services to at-risk students. 

These are services that exceed the EWS first 

response strategies and often are not offered 

by the school. There are situations that demand 

outside support—more resources than poor 
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Figure 7K – Education Law. Tajikistan

Discussion questions for students, parents and community members

• What actions can the government of the Republic of Tajikistan take to provide a good 

education for the children of the country?  

• How can working outside of school create a barrier for students to complete their 

education?

• What can parents do to fulfill their responsibility to educate their children?

• Do you know any families where the children work instead of going to school? What are the 

benefits or consequences they face? 

• Why do you think the Tajikistan government passed these laws? What are the penalties for 

not following the law?

Useful facts for discussion

• The Tajikistan government signed the Conventions for the Rights of the Child, ensuring all 

children have access to an education.

• Tajikistan Education Law, Article 4 says that education is compulsory for all children ages 

7-15 and grades 1-9.

• Tajikistan Code of Labor, 67 RT, and Article 174 says that children under age 15 are not 

supposed to work.

• Tajikistan Education Law, Article 26 says that children should not be taken out of school to 

take part in agricultural activities. 

• Law of the Republic of Tajikistan about “Responsibility of parents for educating their 

children” says that parents are obligated to make sure their children are educated.
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Figure 7L – Education Costs Money: ignorance Costs More. Tajikistan

Discussion questions for students, parents and community members

• Compare the top picture with the bottom one. What picture would you choose for yourself 

or your children?

• What are the long-term benefits of education? 

• What are the costs of ignorance, or lack of education?

• What might families need to give up in order to send their children to school?

• What kinds of social or economic problems can be resolved through a good education?

• Can a healthy society and strong economy be established without a strong education 

system?

• What are the benefits of continuing education after grade 9?

• How does completing an education affect boys and girls differently? Or the same?
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Figure 7M – Together We Can Stop School Dropout. Tajikistan

Discussion questions for parents and community members

• This illustration shows a teacher, a religious leader, parents and a policeman who all are 

concerned with the children in their community receiving a good education. Who are the 

concerned adults in our community? What are their roles and responsibilities?

• If you do not provide a good education for your child now, and later he/she asks you why 

you did not, how will you respond to him/her?

• What can you do to better support your child’s education and prevent him/her from 

dropping out of school?

• In case you have difficulties providing your child with an education, or your child is 

struggling in school, who in the community can you ask for assistance?  

• What can community members do to support all children’s education and prevent them 

from dropping out?

• Do you ask your child every day whether she/he did his/her homework? Did he/she have 

any difficulties in school? Did he/she discover anything new today? 

• What are steps parents can take to make sure children have time to study and complete 

their homework?

Discussion questions for students

• This illustration shows a teacher, a religious leader, parents and a policeman who all are 

concerned with the children in their community receiving a good education. Who are the 

concerned adults in our community? What are their roles and responsibilities toward the 

school and children?

• What support do you need from your parents or other important adults in your life, in order 

to complete your education? How can you advocate for that support?

• If you are struggling with school for any reason, who are the adults you can ask for 

assistance?  

• Do you discuss with your parents your class journal, report cards, and any other notices 

from school?
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Figure 7N – Knowledge is a Warehouse of Silver. Cambodia

This poster from Cambodia depicts the relationship between education and 

wealth. The following questions can be used to stimulate a discussion of this 

relationship:

• Why do you think this poster compares knowledge and the amount of sliver 

(or money) a person has?

• How does dropping out of school affect someone’s knowledge? How does it 

affect someone’s wealth?
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Figure 7O – India poster

This poster from India discusses the mutual responsibility of parents and teachers 

towards the student’s education highlighting different messages:

• parents need to ensure that children are reaching school; 

• parents and teachers need to interact regularly around the child’s progress; 

• teachers need to give quality time to students learning in school; and 

• parents need to create a supportive environment at home to encourage 

learning among students.
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Figure 7P – India poster

A second poster from India presents two scenarios for the future: an educated 

child and another of an uneducated one. The educated child is an active and 

respected member of the community who has a good job and helps other children 

to receive an education. The uneducated child regrets he failed to take school 

seriously. He does not have a stable job, is unable to seek help since he does not 

read well enough to understand and complete the forms. Sadly, history repeats 

itself because his own children are on the path to dropping out of school too. 
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Figure 7Q – India calendar & planner

Annual Calendar

Planner

This wall planner incorporates 12 

messages on dropout prevention, 

one message per month. 

Planner Excerpt
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WHAT CAN COMMUNITIES CONTRIBUTE?

1. Prepare a directory of services that are available; if services cannot be obtained free of 

charge they might be able to negotiate reduced rates for at-risk students.

2.  Ask business leaders to volunteer at the school to help with skill building for at-risk 

students or participate in tutoring programs.

3.  Solicit resources to provide things at-risk students need such as glasses, bicycles, food, 

school supplies.

4.  Counseling from religious leaders for at-risk students and their families struggling with 

abuse, drugs, illness, the death in a family member.

5.  Provide special support, particularly resources, to needy families. This may be especially 

important during times of family crisis—major illness or death in a family member, time of 

extreme poverty or other periods of crisis.

6.  Identifying surrogates who can assume obligations and responsibilities that often fall to 

the child such as caring for younger siblings or sick family members. 

families or even schools have—for at-risk 

students. Examples include students whose 

families are very poor or who have health 

issues or disabilities that make their ongoing 

participation and strong performance in school 

highly problematic. The support they need may 

be financial (food, clothing, school fees, etc.), 

medical (care, drugs, glasses, etc.) or psycho-

social (counseling). In the textboxes below, you 

can read more about ways to identify students 

who need help and ways to provide wrap 

around services.2

While the services themselves are not 

necessarily new ideas, their provision by the 

community may be a relatively new concept in 

many developing countries, but one that builds 

on a strong foundation. In many communities, 

there is often a strong sense of the role of 

an extended family to support each other 

in times of needs and sharing the bounty in 

times of plenty. The concept of community 

provided services is just pushing “extended” 

out a bit farther: to the extended community. 

This includes various governance groups, 

WHICH AT-RISK CHILDREN NEED SUPPORT? 

All at-risk students struggle with issues that impact their schooling experience, but some 

children need more assistance than others. 

Although limited, the research that exists points to student behavior as the best indicator for a 

selection process (Herzog, Davis, & Legters). When something is not right, the at-risk student 

often signals this in their behavior. Emotional abuse, temporary or long term hunger, severe 

medical issues, abusive workloads, destructive life events—all of these have warning signs 

that manifest in students’ behavior.  



BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS WITH COMMUNITIES          PAGE 177

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

services such as the local police to take a 

role in efforts to address school dropout. 

• Ask business leaders to report to the SSC 

when students are skipping school. 

• Remember, it is very important to 

acknowledge the contribution of those who 

provide services.

Action 4: Accountability
Throughout the previous three Actions, the main 

message is that school dropout is a community 

issue and everyone needs to be involved in 

mitigating it. However, the fourth action is an 

awareness that school dropout prevention 

depends on open and transparent information 

sharing between the school and community 

leaders involved in the EWS. Review of school 

records, logs of communication to parents, 

participation in case management meetings 

and visits to parents are predicated on the idea 

that sharing of information and responsibility is 

both a right and an obligation. Schools need 

civic and religious organizations, associations, 

businesses, and service providers that make up 

the community.

In some communities, the idea of offering 

aid to at-risk students might seem strange 

to businesses and service providers in the 

community. But just as families benefit from 

advocacy and awareness building—so do 

potential community members who have 

resources that can support at-risk students 

and their families. It is important to remind 

them about the impact that school dropout 

can have in their community: dropouts have 

fewer resources; they have limited skills to offer 

employers; they often engage in anti-social 

activities that can undermine businesses and 

civil society. It is important to help business 

leaders understand they can play an extremely 

important role in improving their community, and 

their own businesses.

Below are some suggestions of how you can 

leverage the support of local organizations and 

businesses to provide for wrap-around services. 

• Conduct a survey to see what businesses 

and service providers know about school 

dropout and what they might be willing to 

help with.

• Invite businesses and service providers 

to school events. This is a powerful way 

to engage those who may be isolated 

from the realities of school dropout to gain 

a better sense of how school dropout 

affects everyone—even the educated and 

successful.

• Convene quarter round tables in which 

potential providers are invited to discuss 

what can be done to address school 

dropout. As their awareness grows of the 

importance to their work, there will be a 

greater desire to become involved. 

• Ask the local media to raise this issue in the 

public forum. 

• Ask local religious leaders to mention the 

need in their regular meetings. 

• Invite those working in criminal justice 

STEPPING UP TO THE PLATE: 
COMMUNITIES SUPPORT 
AT-RISK STUDENTS IN 
CAMBODIA AND INDIA

In Cambodia, SSC leaders solicited 

the support from the community to 

purchase a bike for a young girl who 

lived a long distance from the school 

to allow her to get to school on time 

and fulfill after school work obligations. 

In another community, SSC leaders 

obtained the local government council’s 

support for the family of a student that 

needed immediate financial assistance. 

In India, community leaders obtained 

health care services for a student with 

severe medical problems.
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ENDNOTES

1 Classic Chutes and Ladders Board Game was publish by Milton Bradley in 1943. This children’s board 
game is based on the ancient game of Snakes and Ladders, which is believed to date back to India in 
the 2nd century B.C.

2 Frazelle, Sarah; Nagel, Aisling (2015). “A Practitioners Guide for Implementing an Earning Warning 
System.” Northwest Education. P. 3

S – Are your goals specific? (What will it do? Who will carry it out?)

M – Are your goals measureable? (How will the team know it has been achieved?)

A – Are the goals achievable?

R – Are the goals relevant to expectations?

T – Are the goals time bound? (How often will this task be done? By when will this goal be 

accomplished?)

BEING SMART FOR ACCOUNTABILITY

Figure 7R –  Being SMART for Accountability

to work with communities; communities need 

to work with schools; and both need to work 

with families. It is important to reiterate that 

school dropout cannot be addressed without 

the “trinity”—schools, families and communities. 

A common thread weaving through all the 

community actions a focus on transparency and 

accountability.

Because an EWS is a transparent and 

participatory approach to address a community-

wide issue, the more frequent and the more 

broadly the community is engaged in the 

process the greater the accountability and 

likelihood of success. Accurate and regular 

record keeping of what everyone is doing 

(schools, families and communities) and regular 

review of those records and actions, is all part 

of the checks and balance system. The bottom 

line is that as more people in a community 

“own” the EWS, understand how it works and 

believes that it is going to make a difference, the 

more likely that it will!

In this unit we have explored how to engage 

communities in efforts to address school 

dropout. We have discussed the major roles 

and responsibilities the community has in 

supporting schools and families to keep at-risk 

students in school. But, none of them can carry 

out their tasks to accomplish this goal if they are 

not given proper training. In Unit 8 we discuss 

the preparations and materials you need to 

train school personnel and community leaders 

to operate and implement an EWS. And we 

provide examples of the training programs in the 

four SDPP countries.  
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PTA LEADS THE WAY IN SCHOOL 
DROPOUT PREVENTION AWARENESS

Mon Chuon, 58, a retired soldier, is 

active in preventing student dropout 

in his community. He is one of three 

members from Phkoam Secondary 

School’s Parent-Teacher Association 

(PTA) who attended trainings about 

the Early Warning System intervention. 

Phkoam Secondary School is located 

in Cambodia’s Northwestern province 

of Banteay Meanchey.

The training covered the process of 

home visits to talk with parents whose 

children are absent from school, how 

to hold meetings with the community 

to raise awareness of the importance 

of education and the impact of dropout, and how to mobilize existing community resources to 

help children stay in school. The EWS trainings have made Phkoam’s PTA aware of their roles and 

responsibilities to improve education quality in Cambodia, particularly on their participation to prevent 

students from dropping out. 

Phkoam’s PTA members visit the homes of at-risk students after receiving information about at-risk 

students in their community from the school. They also lead community meetings three or more times 

a year to raise awareness of the issue of dropout and to find solutions. Mon Chuon, Phkoam’s PTA 

President says: “The EWS has alerted me to the need to provide support to at-risk students in my 

community. In my visits to the homes of at-risk students, I always encourage parents to follow up on 

their children’s study and give enough time for their children to study at home.”

The school personnel appreciate the PTA for their work to prevent students from dropping out. When 

there are meetings at the school or in the community, Chuon is the focal person to invite parents in the 

community to join. “Chuon finds it easy to meet with parents because he has good relationships with 

everyone in the community,” says Cheam Chorn, Phkoam’s Deputy Director.

Chuon has made at least 30 visits to homes of at-risk students to encourage their return to school. 

The PTA rejoices over their success in reducing school dropout in their community. Chuon uses his 

important role in the community to set an example and show everyone that the knowledge children 

gain from finishing school can solve all kinds of problems. His dream is for all the children in his 

community to have a chance to finish school and to gain the knowledge they need to help themselves, 

their families, their community and their society.
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As part of your preparation to learn about 

school dropout, you made preliminary contacts 

with the schools and possibly met some of 

the community leaders who will implement the 

EWS. In the initial conversations you provided 

them with an overview of what an EWS is and 

described the level of effort it would take to 

implement an EWS in their schools. At that 

stage, you did not know the exact content of 

your EWS, specifically the indicators and first 

response strategies. You provided the schools 

with a brief overview and discussed with them 

the need to create a school EWS team and to 

identify individuals in the community who would 

be partners with them in implementing their 

EWS (Unit 4). 

PREPARING SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES TO 
IMPLEMENT AN EWS
Although the Early Warning System is based on tasks that should be practiced 

routinely by teachers and schools, the EWS provides a new framework for success—

using data to track and act to support the often forgotten or neglected students. 

Schools need to know what an EWS is, how to follow the EWS process and 

procedures, and how to implement it. Communities also need to understand why 

an EWS is important, how it works, what they can do and how do it. Unit 8 guides 

you through the process of preparing schools and communities to implement an 

EWS. It walks you through who should be trained at the school-community level. It 

raises considerations and provides suggestion about designing and structuring your 

EWS training program, addressing time, schedule, venue, and who should develop 

content and train the school EWS teams. It discusses what should go into the training 

program and how to train your EWS trainers. It ends with guidance about how to 

actually deliver the EWS training to the school-community EWS teams, including 

setting the agenda and recommended methods for training adult learners. 

You now have selected the indicators to track 

and monitor the students in your schools who 

are at-risk of dropping out of school (Unit 5). 

And you have developed a full package of first 

response strategies to support them in the 

classroom, home and community (Unit 6). You 

have also helped establish the Stay-in-School 

Committee (Unit 7) which is ready to help 

schools implement first response strategies, 

raise awareness about dropout, provide multiple 

service to help at-risk students and their 

families, and play an accountability function 

to demand action by authorities to deal with 

dropout.

To start implementing an EWS, you now need 

to train the EWS teams at the schools. Based 

on your earlier discussions with them, school 
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and community leaders will come to the training 

excited to be a part of this venture and to begin 

using an EWS in their school and community.

OVERVIEW OF EWS TRAINING
In this unit, we address two important tasks. 

The first is to train the EWS trainers. The second 

is for the EWS trainers to train the school EWS 

teams. 

Most of the EWS training program elements 

are the same for both groups. Both the trainers 

and school EWS teams must understand the 

purpose of the EWS, how the EWS works and 

how to implement it.  

In addition to knowing about creating and 

using an EWS, trainers must also master the 

use of training strategies for effective adult 

learning and how to provide constructive 

feedback to the school EWS teams. The 

school EWS teams must master the processes, 

procedures and techniques of EWS operation 

and implementation, including how to 

identify at-risk students, how to deliver first 

response strategies, and how to partner with 

communities. 

The EWS training should be participatory 

and interactive. Most of the training activities 

should involve having the school EWS teams 

working together. The teams should also work 

with school data and take part in realistic 

role plays and practical activities that help 

them to see how different components in the 

tracking, scoring and ranking and first response 

strategies work. 

For some exercises, the school EWS teams 

will benefit from working with their school data, 

which you should ask them to bring to the 

training workshop. However, you will also need 

to create a simulated set of school data so that 

discussions with all the school EWS teams 

are based on common information. You will 

need to prepare packages of common school 

and student data for the EWS teams to use in 

training exercises. One of the objectives of this 

simulated data is to help them identify gaps in 

school records and identify ways to fill those 

gaps.

This Unit will provide a summary of the EWS 

training programs. Complete training packages 

with manuals and materials are included in the 

Unit 8 Digital Annex.  

PURPOSE OF THE TRAINING
The primary purpose of the EWS training is 

to provide participants with the information 

and techniques they will need to implement 

an EWS in their school. This includes: what 

school dropout is; what causes it; how it 

affects schools, students and families and 

communities; and what can be done to prevent 

it. They will learn how to use the tools that will 

allow them to track and trigger—the information 

they will need for tracking, scoring and ranking 

and implementing first response strategies.

The training will provide school EWS teams 

the opportunity to create a plan of action to 

PLANNING YOUR TRAINING 
PROGRAM

Answer the following questions in all 

your training activities:  

• What is the knowledge the 

participants need to know: the specific 

facts, patterns, concepts?

• What are the skills the participants 

need to have: the practical abilities, 

and precision and accuracy in what 

they do?

• What are the attitudes you want the 

participants to exhibit: their feelings, 

their values?
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introduce the EWS in their school and assign 

tasks. Since scoring and ranking needs to 

happen very early in the school year (generally 

just after the first month of school), the school 

EWS teams need to discuss how to gather all the 

data required to score the students and to set a 

schedule for scoring, ranking and identifying at-

risk students in their school.

Keep in mind, it is not necessary for all schools 

to follow the same schedule, but it is important 

for all the schools to conduct the scoring and 

ranking soon after the first month of school to 

allow the first response strategies to start as 

soon as possible so that they will have the best 

possible chance to influence the behavior of 

students. 

PLANNING YOUR TRAINING 
PROGRAM
There are several basic questions you will need 

to answer:

• Who should be trained?

• What is your training program?

• How many people do you need to train?

• How many training sessions will you need to 

hold?

• When will the training take place?

• Where will the training take place?

• Who will develop training content and/or 

deliver the training program?

Forming School EWS Teams
An EWS builds on a partnership between school 

personnel, parents/guardians and community 

leaders. Although there must be representation 

from both the school personnel and community 

leaders, the exact composition of the school 

EWS team is a school/community-level decision. 

This is particularly important since resources in 

schools and communities can vary dramatically. 

The team may also vary based on the cycle and 

grade(s) you are targeting. Those forming the 

school EWS teams need to be reminded that 

women should be included on the teams.

The training in this unit focuses on the core 

EWS team. The following criteria can help 

schools and communities finalize the decisions 

on forming their EWS team.

School personnel on the team should include: 

• School Director (required) 

• Deputy School Director (optional)

• Classroom teacher(s) in targeted grades 

(required if they teach by grade)

• Homeroom teachers (required if teachers are 

subject teachers)

• Math teacher (required if school has 

homeroom teachers)

• Language teacher (required if school has 

homeroom teachers)

• Teacher liaison for each community (optional 

in schools that have students from just one 

community).

The school director is expected to lead, 

supervise and monitor the EWS team. He or she 

may share these duties with the deputy director. 

In some schools, deputy directors are in charge 

of instructional methodologies or student 

services; as such, they are essential to case 

management meetings.

The number of teachers on the team depends 

on the number of grades and classes per grade 

that will be using the EWS in each school. The 

anchor teacher for the EWS is the classroom 

teacher (for grades where classrooms are self-

contained) or homeroom teachers (for grades 

where classes are taught by subject teachers), 

as these teachers are already tasked with many 

EWS duties—taking attendance, consolidating 

report cards, and keeping other student 

records. They are also most likely to know the 

students best. For schools and/or grades with 

subject teachers, subject teachers for math 

and language classes should also be included 

in training. Their subjects are often an indicator 

for the coursework predictor of the “ABC’s” of 

school dropout. The subject teachers also will 

be instrumental in case management meetings. 
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It is important to have a gender balance, for 

interactions with at-risk students and their 

fathers and mothers. If this does not occur 

naturally through class or homeroom teacher 

assignments, then an effort should be made to 

include both male and female members on the 

EWS team. At least one of the school personnel 

should be a woman or a man. Even if the school 

is an all girls’ or all boys’ school, gender balance 

is important so that communication with 

mothers or fathers is most effective.

Core community EWS team members should 

be in leadership positions, either official or non-

official, and command respect in the community. 

Potential team members include:

• School Management Committee (SMC) 

chairperson, officer or active member 

(required if an SMC exists),

• Parent Teacher Association (PTA) 

chairperson, officer or active member 

(required if a PTA exists),

• Parent/guardian representatives in the target 

grade(s) (required),

• Community or village leader, official or non-

official (required),

• Religious leaders (optional),

• Business representative (optional),

• Representative from the health community 

(optional),

• NGO/CBO representative (optional), and

• Education For All (EFA) community 

representative (required if committee exists 

at the community level).

Two to four community leaders should be on 

the core EWS team, targeted for participation 

in off-site, formal training. At least one member 

should be a woman or a man depending on the 

composition of the team.

As noted earlier in Unit 7, community member 

commitment may be short-term and fluid. 

Consequently, it is recommended that 

membership in the Stay-in-School Committees 

be expanded beyond the core team members, 

especially in schools that are large or draw 

students from multiple villages. Ideally, each 

community/village should have its own EWS 

team. Training of these members can be 

conducted by the core EWS team at the school.

TIP:  INVOLVING NATIONAL 
AND LOCAL MINISTRY 
OFFICIALS
Do not forget to include both central 

Ministry of Education officials and local 

education authorities in the training. 

This underscores that the EWS has 

official approval and is expected to be 

implemented. And these supervisory 

level officials need to understand 

how the EWS operates, particularly if 

they are responsible for overseeing its 

implementation. If this is the case, they 

may be included in the EWS trainer 

training.

TIP: PERSONAL 
COMMITMENT IS KEY
The most important characteristic for 

each member of your school EWS team 

is commitment to making a change 

and a belief that using the EWS in their 

school can leverage that change!
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Training Program Design and 
Structure
When you begin to design your training 

program, ask yourself these questions1  

(developed by Robert Mager, a well-known 

instructional design specialist):

1. What will participants be able to do as a 

result of the training?

2. What are the conditions or circumstances 

under which the participants will perform the 

desired activities?

3. What knowledge or materials does the 

participant need to do these activities 

effectively?

4. What level of proficiency does the participant 

needed to perform the task or skill 

successfully or to apply this information?

Consider what school EWS teams will need to 

know to implement the EWS. This includes a 

clear understanding of dropout, how an EWS 

works, and the process and procedures to 

implement it, such as: 

• An understanding of why dropout needs to 

be prevented and its causes;

• A specific definition of what constitutes 

dropout;

• A general overview of an EWS: it purpose, 

components, and players;

• Identifying at-risk students, locating school-

level or other data per the risk indicators, 

filling out the student score sheet and 

conducting the ranking process;

• Tracking and monitoring at-risk students, 

recording attendance, behavior and 

coursework, spotting problems and 

triggering first response strategies;

• Initiating and implementing first response 

strategies, contacting and interacting with 

parents, conducting home visits, interacting 

with at-risk students, conducting case 

management; and

• Partnering and working with communities.  

You will need to train your core EWS team, 

which includes school directors, selected 

teachers and community leaders/members. 

They, in turn, will train the expanded EWS team 

members in the school community. 

There is no single way to structure the EWS 

training. It will depend on the resources you have 

at your disposal. Efficiency generally dictates 

that training be delivered to multiple school EWS 

teams at a time, but the number of schools 

included in a session can vary. For SDPP, the 

number of school EWS teams participating in a 

session ranged from three to eight.

The following explains how SDPP structured its 

EWS training over two academic years.

For school personnel:  SDPP in Cambodia, 

Tajikistan and Timor-Leste organized EWS 

training for classroom and/or homeroom 

teachers and school directors along similar lines. 

Prior to the beginning of the first school year 

(Cambodia and Tajikistan) of EWS operations or 

before student identification took place (Timor-

Leste), SDPP conducted a two-day joint training 

for school directors and teachers, providing a 

general orientation to the SDPP Program and 

focusing on EWS procedures and practices. 

Training sessions included three to six schools, 

ranging from 8 to 27 participants with two to four 

trainers per session. Midway through the first 

school year, one-and-a-half to two days of EWS 

refresher training was provided to teachers and 

school directors in Tajikistan, and to teachers in 

Cambodia and Timor-Leste. At the beginning of 

the following school year, an additional two-day 

refresher training was provided in Cambodia and 

Tajikistan for homeroom teachers and school 

directors to discuss the EWS and reinforce 

best practices from the previous year, and to 

introduce the EWS to newly assigned school 

personnel.

In Timor-Leste, a half-day of refresher training 

with homeroom and subject teachers was 

conducted at each school.

SDPP in India followed a slightly different model. 

Over the course of its first year of operation 

in the school, it conducted three trainings for 
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reach out to families to find ways to work together 

and support at-risk students to stay in school.

COMMUNITY MEMBERS IN TIMOR-LESTE
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teachers focused on different aspects of EWS: 

at-risk student identification, tracking and 

first response plan development, and student 

behavior and case management. Approximately 

30 schools and 30 participants were included in 

each session. During the second year of EWS 

operations, the SDPP team provided a one-day 

refresher training on student identification at 

each school; this was followed by two days of 

multi-school training on first response strategies 

and two days for review and reflection. School 

directors were trained separately with three one- 

to two-day trainings in the first year focusing 

on orientation to EWS, role and leadership 

for EWS, role and leadership in parental and 

community engagement. The latter two trainings 

were refreshed in the second year of operation.

For community members:  Each SDPP 

country handled the training of community 

groups differently. In Cambodia, the SDPP 

team held a one-and-a-half day training at 

the beginning of each school year for school 

directors and three PTA members (including 

the PTA head or deputy) to address school-

community collaboration on the EWS, with 

each training session including six schools 

and an average of about 25 participants. The 

SDPP team in Tajikistan also conducted annual 

trainings for about 20 community members, 

but the training sessions were conducted 

individually at each school. In Timor-Leste, a 

formal one-day training of the ten Stay-in-School 

Committee members was conducted only once 

during the first year of EWS operations and an 

informal training was conducted during program 

supervisory visits to the schools. In India, the 

SDPP team relied on Community Champions 

to carry out the outreach program, rather than 

community groups. Each school year, groups 

of 26 Community Champions (two per school) 

participated in a two- to three-day training 

session on response and outreach strategies.

As you plan your training program you will 

need to decide if the full EWS team should be 

trained together. To make your decision you 

need to consider several things. First, how many 

participants are you training? Second, what 

funding is available for training? Third, what is 

the size of your training venue? 

School personnel and community members 

should work as a team, but they do have 

different (although occasionally overlapping) 

responsibilities. School personnel are 

charged with carrying out the at-risk student 

identification process. They need to know 

where to locate the data, how to complete the 

scoring forms and how to rank the students. 

In-school first response strategies, including 

case management, are primarily teacher duties 

under EWS. Based on SDPP experience, a 

minimum of two days of training is needed for 

these topics. Although community leaders need 

to understand the basics of the EWS, they are 

not typically involved in the student identification 

process, which uses school records and 

requires a high degree of literacy. Therefore, 

they may not need to participate in this training. 

Teachers do not need to participate in all the 

training activities for community members. 

However, it is advisable that the school 

director and/or deputy director participate 

in the community leaders training. They are 

responsible for ensuring that this component of 

EWS is moving forward, and their participation 

in the community training underscores that 

an EWS is about partnership, collaboration 

and sharing of information. The SDPP team 

used this model in Cambodia. In other SDPP 

countries, school-based training and monitoring 

meetings brought school personnel and 

community members together. 

You should also plan to create opportunities 

for the school EWS teams to work together 

and make initial decisions about their response 

strategies.
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Training Program Schedule and 
Venue
An EWS should start operations within the first 

two months of the school year, to optimize 

support to at-risk students over the academic 

year. Initial and refresher training, particularly on 

at-risk student identification, should take place 

as close to the beginning of the school year 

as possible, ideally two to four weeks prior to 

the start of the school year, so that the EWS 

teams are energized and remember the EWS 

procedures. 

Scheduling is not as straightforward as it 

may sound. Schools and their personnel are 

busy at the start of the school year. There 

are many competing demands. Teachers 

want to complete their leave. Ministries of 

Education (and other program like yours) vie for 

opportunities to carry out training with teachers. 

Schools need to prepare for the new school 

year, and—in some countries—make-up exams 

are taking place. School schedules may be fluid 

and subject to change due to weather. The 

SDPP teams had to schedule trainings to avoid 

both floods and extreme heat.

As early as possible, set the date and 

immediately contact all the schools and let them 

know when and where the training will take 

place. Address the following logistical questions: 

How many days is the training? Where will it be 

held? Will transport and per diem expenses be 

covered? How will they be reimbursed? What 

materials (i.e., school records) should they bring 

with them? 

If other EWS trainings are planned over the 

course of the year, you should schedule them 

in advance to take advantage of school breaks, 

weekends, etc. These additional trainings will be 

subject to the same considerations mentioned 

above, as well as Ministry of Education policies 

that may preclude teacher training during 

school days. Make sure you are aware of the 

parameters.

Finding the proper training venues can present 

challenges. Based on the design and structure 

of your training program, you will be able to 

estimate the number of participants—both 

trainees and trainers. This may be an iterative 

process as you learn whether adequate 

venues exist to accommodate the numbers 

of people who will be involved. You may have 

to schedule additional training sessions or 

increase the number of school EWS teams and 

trainers planned for a single venue. Arrange 

for the venue as soon as these numbers 

are determined, as you may be competing 

with other events, including weddings and 

ceremonies that typically coincide with school 

breaks.

In selecting the venue, consider the following:

• Is there sufficient space? The training 

program is likely to include plenary sessions 

as well as small group work. Space should 

be able to accommodate both.

• Are there adequate accommodations for the 

participants if overnight stays are planned? 

Although participants could make their own 

arrangements, SDPP found it more efficient 

to arrange (and pay for) accommodations.

• Will training materials such as flip charts 

and stands, LCD projectors and screens, or 

electrical extension cords be provided by the 

place where you host the training, or do you 

have to bring all your supplies?

TIP: FOLLOW MINISTRY 
POLICIES

Do not forget to obtain formal Ministry 

of Education (MOE) permission to hold 

the training and include a copy of the 

MOE authorization when notifying 

appropriate sub-national and local 

education offices and the school 

directors.
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• Can the facility prepare and serve sufficient 

amounts of food if meals are to be provided 

(do not forget tea breaks) or will outside 

catering services be required? Will an 

additional outside vendor be needed?

• Are there after-hour recreational 

opportunities for individual relaxation and 

teambuilding, such as sight-seeing, parks, 

exercise, etc.? 

Training Program Content 
Developers and Trainers 
You will need to decide who will prepare the 

content for your training and who will deliver 

it. Making these decisions will depend on how 

your program is structured and how it is staffed. 

If you have a project staff, they may develop 

most of the training content and deliver most 

of the training. If you are implementing through 

the Ministry of Education, Ministry staff may be 

tasked with this, under your supervision.

For training content development, your EWS 

design team should be the main players. 

They conducted the analyses, selected the 

predictors, defined the indicators and created 

the first response strategies as described in 

previous units. They developed the materials 

for at-risk student identification and support 

which forms the basic content for the training. 

Additional material and content needs are 

discussed below. You may consider adding 

some other specialists to your training content 

team or as reviewers/advisors, such as Ministry 

or other local specialists in child-friendly 

schools.

For training program delivery, your EWS design 

team can serve as master trainers, if you use 

a cascade approach. They will train a cadre of 

trainers with whom they will conduct the EWS 

training for school EWS teams. These trainers 

will include your EWS team and other project 

staff. You should also consider including Ministry 

of Education personnel—particularly local 

education office staff that may be charged with 

oversight and supervision, either immediately or 

in the future. If your school dropout initiative is 

a Ministry initiative, the Ministry-level staff that 

normally carries out routine inspections in the 

schools should assume the major responsibility 

for training and follow-up.

If, during your meetings with schools you 

identified school directors or teachers who were 

particularly keen on the EWS or who showed 

particular insight into school dropout, you may 

want to consider using them as trainers. During 

its second year of implementing EWS, the SDPP 

team was able to recruit particularly committed 

and adept homeroom teachers as trainers. By 

placing them in a leadership role, SDPP fostered 

ownership and provided recognition. The 

training of trainers is further discussed below.

Training Program Content and 
Materials Development 
As part of your design process you have 

already developed most of the training content, 

including materials and procedures. 

• For at-risk student identification, you have 

selected your risk predictors and defined 

your indicators; you have adapted the 

scoring and ranking tools; and you have 

developed procedures and the instructions 

to accompany them.  

• For first response strategies, you have 

developed tracking requirements, forms 

and instructions on how to use them; you 

have set “trigger” points and linked them to 

response actions; and you have developed 

instructions on how to implement these 

activities.

• For advocacy, awareness and outreach to 

the community, you have developed posters 

and other informational materials and 

guidance on their use.

These should be converted into easily 

understandable handouts for the school EWS 
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teams and consolidated into manuals for both 

school-community use and training guides for 

trainers. Examples of SDPP training guides are 

included in the Annexes.

Table 8A on the following page shows the 

content of an SDPP training guide and handouts 

used with school EWS teams in Tajikistan.

Participants need an opportunity to experiment 

with the tools and complete the various EWS 

forms, especially those for identifying and 

tracking at-risk students. It is also important that 

all the participants are dealing with the same 

content during discussions. For this reason, it is 

advisable to create a simulated or mock school 

package of data and information. This should 

include both student data and case studies to 

either glean data or use in role-plays for home 

visits or case management meetings. 

Before starting to pull together the data and 

information for your simulated school data, 

decide what information you need. Required 

information is the data and general information 

needed to respond to your selected at-

risk student predictors and indicators. The 

textbox below shows mock student data and 

information.   

For the at-risk student identification exercise, 

develop sets of student data for one or two 

grades that correspond to your program’s target 

grades. Provide information on ten students 

in each grade, in the various formats that the 

school typically maintains it. For example, in 

some countries, this could mean separate 

record books for attendance, behavior (if 

reported) and coursework/grades. The easiest 

way to go about creating these data sets is 

to borrow/copy some student records from a 

participating school and insert fictitious names 

for the school and students. 

Another important reason to develop simulated 

student data is to enable the teachers to 

practice scoring and ranking all the students. 

The number of students you ask them to score 

should be manageable in the time you have. If 

necessary, do a practice scoring and ranking 

with individuals who are not familiar with the 

EXAMPLE OF SIMULATED 
STUDENT DATA AND 
INFORMATION

• Gender

• Age

• Grade

• Attendance for past month or last 

quarter of past school year

• Marks (grades) for past month or last 

quarter of past school year

• Homework submission/completion

• Behavior in class

• Home situation (family’s financial 

stability, student workload before 

or after school, health issues, home 

distance from school, parental 

education/literacy, OVC status)

• Parental engagement (household 

interaction with school and teachers)

TIP: COMPUTERS AND THE 
INTERNET CAN BE HELPFUL

If schools are equipped with computers, 

the school EWS package can include a 

DVD with all the materials to score, rank 

and track at-risk students in an electronic 

format. If internet access is available, 

some of the information can be sent 

to the regional Ministry office to get a 

larger picture of what is happening in 

the “ABCs” across schools in a region. 

This information is useful as they plan 

future Ministry support mechanisms and 

budgets as well as in policy formation.
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SCHOOL PERSONNEL TRAINING GUIDE

Table 8A – Tajikistan Early Warning System: School Personnel Training Guide

Table of Contents

List of Acronyms

Overview

I. Introduction to SDPP 

Session 1: Introduction to the Workshop

Session 2: Overview of SDPP

II. Introduction to EWS Interventions to 

Reduce Dropout Roles and Responsibilities

Session 3: EWS Interventions, Roles and 

Responsibilities

Session 4: Review of EWS Forms

Session 5: Using EWS Forms

• Sample Cases for EWS Forms and Case 

Management Role Play

III.  Case Management for Students At-Risk 

of Dropping Out 

• Behavior Tracking

• Homework Tracking

Session 6: Role of the Director/Deputy 

Director

Session 7: Case Management Discussion

IV.  Community Awareness Activities 

Session 8: Involving Community Members  

to Support At-Risk Students

• Actions Schools and Communities Can 

Take to Help At-Risk Children Stay in 

School

V. Child-Friendly Schools 

Session 9: Child Friendly Schools 

VI. Communication with Parents of At-Risk 

Students 

• Parent/Guardian Contact Forms for 

Absences

• Home Visits

Session 10: Role Play of Home Visits

VII. Identification of Students Most At-Risk  

of Dropping Out 

Session 11: Introduction to the At-Risk 

Scoring Sheet

Session 12: Identifying Students for Full or 

Partial Treatment

Closing (for trainers only) 

Handouts for Training Participants

Handout 1: Training Agenda

Handout 2: Overview of SDPP

Handout 3:  EWS Roles and Responsibilities

Handout 4A: Student Behavior Table

Handout 4B: Behavior Tracking Form

Handout 5: Homework Tracking Sheet

Handout 6: Letter to Parents for Absences

Handout 7: Home Visit Form

Handout 8: Record of Letters, Home Visits and 

Meetings

Handout 9: Case Management Meeting Form

Handout 10: Guidelines for the Monthly Case 

Management Meeting

Handout 11: Community Planning Tool

Handout 12: Instructions for Use of Posters

Handout 13: Discussion Questions on the Back 

of Posters

Handout 14: Steps for a Home Visit

Handout 15: Home Visit Role Play Scenarios

Handout 16: At-Risk Scoring Sheet

Handout 17: At-Risk Scoring Sheet Instructions

Handout 18: Sample Student Information

Handout 19: Quarterly Attendance Summary

Handout 20A:  Quarterly Student Tracking 

Book

Handout 20B:  Quarterly Student Tracking 

Book

Handout 21: How to Determine Cut Point for 

At-Risk Students

Handout 22:  Characteristics of Child-Friendly 

Schools (CFS)

Tips for trainers:

Handout 1:  Providing Feedback

Handout 2: Supportive/Non-supportive 

Feedback
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tools when designing the training sessions to 

learn how long it will take for teachers to score 

individual students. You should also allow time 

for participants to discuss among themselves 

the scoring process. If the teachers do not 

understand how to do this properly, your EWS 

will not work!

You might consider including a few case 

studies in the training. Written case studies 

may be more engaging than a table of facts, 

TIP:  USE VIDEOS AND 
CASE STUDIES TO IMPROVE 
LEARNING

Consider incorporating instructional 

videos in your training and for sharing on 

a DVD, USB or a website. Potential videos 

include: scoring and ranking process, a 

home visit, a case management meeting, 

and everyday teacher practices to 

support at-risk students. Also consider 

preparing a case study for some of the 

fictitious students in the mock school. 

These videos may be used to provide 

information about student behavior (if not 

recorded in school records).

but they can take a lot of time to write. The 

good news is that they can be used in several 

training activities. Case studies should provide 

a complete profile of a student and family (do 

not use real names of people in your school or 

community). They should include information 

about the way the student acts while in school. 

Figure 8B on the following page is an example 

of a student case study that provides enough 

information for the various training activities.

Training Your EWS Trainers 
You need to train your trainers before you 

can train EWS school teams. This means you 

need to identify the trainers while you are still 

designing your EWS. As discussed earlier, the 

EWS trainers may be your own staff, Ministry of 

Education staff or others. We recommend that 

trainers be drawn from among those who will 

be responsible for monitoring, supervising and 

supporting the school EWS teams. In fact, we 

recommend that you include these personnel—

if feasible—in your training of trainers program. 

Even if they do not serve as trainers, they 

will need the in-depth knowledge the training 

provides.

The number of trainers you need depends on 

the following considerations: 

1. The number of geographic locations in your 

target region(s); 

2. The number of schools in each region; 

3. The number of participants;  

4. How conversant participants are with your 

program and EWS—will they be drawn from 

staff who have worked on your program or from 

“outside” (e.g., Ministry of Education or other 

institutions); 

5. Who will be your facilitators—will they be 

Ministry officials or do you need outside staff; 

6. Your teachers’ skill levels; and

7. The amount of time that you have available 

for training. 
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Sothira is in grade 4 but at 12 years old is older 

than the other students in her classroom. She 

struggles to read and do math calculations. In 

the first month of school, she has missed 12 out 

of 22 days. Her mother is very sick and since 

Sothira is the oldest of 6 children, her parents 

expect her to stay home when her mother is 

not feeling well. Her father runs a small stall on 

the side of the street where he sells cigarettes, 

fruit and vegetables, bread, laundry soap, water 

and boiled eggs. Sothira helps her father in the 

morning before school to boil the eggs when 

her mother is too sick to do it and then carries 

the eggs to his stall. On the weekends when she 

is not in school, Sothira watches her younger 

siblings.

Although Sothira is quite bashful she tries to 

engage in activities with the other students. 

Despite being older than the rest of her 

classmates, she is small in size and they tend to 

include her in activities when she is there. But 

she struggles to do the simplest things and often 

pulls away from classroom activities and can be 

observed staring out the window. Her family was 

not able to buy the minimum school supplies she 

needs—so when the school is unable to provide 

her with exercise books and a pencil she is often 

unable to participate.

Sothira is often late when she does come to 

school because of the need to carry the eggs 

to her father’s stall. She seldom acts out in class 

but is generally unprepared—fails to do her 

homework assignments, never raises her hand to 

ask or answer questions and generally does not 

look at the textbooks she shares with two other 

students. 

Although you aren’t sure, you suspect Sothira 

doesn’t get enough sleep since she has fallen 

asleep in class on more than one occasion. And 

you also wonder if she is hungry because on the 

few occasions when she has been given food at 

school she rapidly gobbles it down. 

Sothira’s grandmother, who lived with the 

family and helped with the household chores, 

recently moved away to her aunt’s house. You 

have noticed that Sothira has been sad since her 

grandmother moved away and also is more tired. 

Sothira’s brother, who is three years younger 

than she is, is in the same class. He misses 

considerably less school than she does and does 

not suffer from the lack of school supplies. 

Sothira’s parents have never come to the school 

to discuss either of their children’s schooling. 

One time you saw Sothira at the market with her 

mother. She waved at you and seemed excited 

to see you there. When you waved back at her, 

her smile widened and seemed to fill her whole 

face. You saw her tug at her mother’s dress and 

point to you. Her mother did not turn and look 

where she was pointing; instead, she continued 

walking away pulling Sothira along with her. 

The year before Sothira’s mother had a baby 

that died. Things seem to be very difficult for 

everyone in the family since the death of the 

baby.

Two weeks ago Sothira told you she liked to 

draw pictures and drew a picture of a bird on the 

blackboard for you; it was amazingly well done!

FIGURE 8B - ILLUSTRATIVE CASE STUDY: SOTHIRA 

* Not her real name. Minors are not identified in public reports as part of the child protection policy.
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Whether your trainers are from your project 

staff, ministry of education personnel or other 

institutions, consider conducting a series of 

trainings to ensure that they are fully conversant 

and skilled with the EWS tools, process and 

procedures. Not only do they need to train 

the school EWS teams, but they may also be 

tasked with providing field support. A single 

training session may not be sufficient to attain 

the skill level required. Table 8C shows the EWS 

training SDPP provided in three countries.

You will also need to develop a trainer’s guide 

for each training session. These need not be 

extensive (see Table 8D). At the core of the 

trainer’s guide are the materials or handouts you 

have developed for participants. In addition, the 

trainer’s guide should include:

• Instructions on how to establish rapport and 

understanding among the participants (see 

facilitation tips in the textbox to the right);

• Definition of the trainer’s goals (e.g., impart 

new knowledge and techniques, engender 

enthusiasm for the topic, identify and 

address “hardspots” in understanding, solicit 

participant input and reflection, etc.);

• Definition of learning objectives for 

participants (e.g., understand importance 

of preventing dropout, roles and 

responsibilities, how to carry out activities, 

false assumptions, etc.); and

• Training segment or unit outline with times, 

objectives and techniques specified. 

Figure 8C

India

Tajikistan

Timor-Leste

Training 1 Student identification

Training 2 How to train and facilitate

Training 3 Tracking and response 

plan

Training 1 Introduction to SDPP and 

EWS

Training 2 How to train EWS teams

Training 3 Review and reflection

Training 1 EWS and child protection

Training 2 EWS orientation

Training 3 EWS and gender 

Training 4 EWS review and reflection

Training 1 Student identification

Training 2 Refresher 

Training 3 Review and reflection

Training 1 Refresher and improving 

EWS implementation

Training 2 Refresher, How to train 

school EWS teams

Training 1 EWS refresher and 

planning

Training 2 EWS for new staff

Year 1 Year 2

SDPP TRAINING PROGRAM FOR EWS TRAINERS



PREPARING SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES TO IMPLEMENT AN EWS          PAGE 195

SDPP EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE

TRAINER FACILITATION TIPS

•	Build	trust

•	Model	positive	attitude

•	Give	supportive	feedback

•	Stick	to	a	schedule

•	Create	a	“parking	lot”	for	deviations	off	topic

•	Ask	open-ended	questions

•	Respect	participants’	feelings

Table 8D 

14:30-

15:30

1 hour

Understand—

1) How to conduct 

a case management 

meeting

2) Follow-up actions

3) How to complete 

forms 

Session 7: Case 

Management Discussion

• Role play the monthly case 

management meeting. 

• Directors or deputy directors 

review teachers’ records about 

one student (use “Sample 

Cases for EWS Forms and 

Case Management Role 

Play”). Discuss each student’s 

attendance, behavior, grades, 

and any communication with 

parents. 

• Then, directors lead 

discussions of possible actions 

to support at-risk students; 

assign follow-up actions and 

dates for completion. Ask for 

at least one positive action for 

each student. 

• Directors or deputy 

directors complete the Case 

Management Meeting Form.

Handout 9: Case 

Management Meeting 

Form

Handout 10: Guidelines 

for the Monthly Case 

Management Meeting

EWS forms (listed in 

Session 4)

Student case studies

Objectives:Time Session Methods Materials

EXAMPLE OF AN SDPP “ANNOTATED” TRAINING SEGMENT
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Training Your School-based 
EWS Teams
By this point, you have determined who needs 

to be trained on what, developed your training 

plan, prepared your training materials, and 

trained your trainers. You are now ready to train 

your school-based EWS teams. This section 

addresses setting your agenda and training 

methods.

Setting Your Training Agenda 
You have a lot to cover. How can you fit it all in?  

SDPP found that two days of training per 

session for school personnel was generally 

sufficient, if followed by refresher or other topical 

trainings. Below are two training agendas from 

SDPP in Tajikistan—one for teachers and school 

directors, and one for school directors and 

community members (Tables 8E and 8F).

Training Methods 
It is important to keep in mind that you will be 

dealing with a range of participants, with varying 

skills and learning styles. The capacities of the 

participants may vary by country, region, and 

even school community. Some may have never 

participated in formal training activities before. 

Others—like teachers—may be comfortable 

with more traditional instructional methods. 

Before starting your training, ascertain the skill 

level (e.g., language fluency, literacy, etc.) of 

your participants so you can determine the best 

training methods to use.  

One characteristic that your training participants 

share is this: they are adults. Your training 

Continued

Table 8E

SDPP TAJIKISTAN EWS TRAINING AGENDA FOR 
SCHOOL DIRECTORS AND HOMEROOM TEACHERS

Day 1

I.  Introduction to SDPP

8:00-8:30 Registration

8:30-9:00 Session 1: Introduction to the workshop

9:00-9:45 Session 2: Overview of SDPP

II.  Introduction of EWS Interventions to Reduce Dropout for All Students

9:45-10:45 Session 3: Introduction to EWS Interventions to Reduce Dropout

10:45-11:00 Coffee Break

11:00-12:00 Session 4: Review of EWS forms

12:00-13:00 Lunch

13:00-13:45 Session 5: Using EWS forms

III.  Case Management for Children At-Risk of Dropping Out

13:45-14:30 Session 6: Role of the Director/Deputy Director

14:30-15:30 Session 7: Case Management Discussion

15:30-15:45 Coffee Break

IV. Community Awareness Activities

15:45-16:45 Session 8: Involving community members to support at-risk students

16:45 Closing
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VII. Identification of Students Most At-Risk of Dropping Out

11:30-12:00

12:00-13:00

13:00-14:00

14:00-15:00

15:00-15:15

15:15-16:00

Table 8F

SDPP TAJIKISTAN EWS TRAINING AGENDA FOR 
SCHOOL DIRECTORS, PTA AND COMMUNITY LEADERS

7:15-8:00 Registration

8:00-8:15 Activity 1: Introduction

8:15-8:45 Activity 2: Overview of SDPP Program

8:45-9:45 Activity 3: Causes of dropout and reasons to stay in school

9:45-10:00 Coffee Break

10:00-11:30 Activity 4: Conduct of a home visit

11:30-13:30 Lunch

13:30-14:30 Activity 5: Presentation of anti-dropout posters

14:30-16:00 Activity 6: Building a community meeting around the posters

16:00-16:30 Activity 7: Mobilize the existing community resources to engage children to 
stay in school

16:30-16:40 Closing & Evaluation

Table 8E – Continued

SDPP TAJIKISTAN EWS TRAINING AGENDA FOR 
SCHOOL DIRECTORS AND HOMEROOM TEACHERS

Day 2

VII. Identification of Students Most At Risk of Dropping Out

11:30-12:00 Session 11: Introduction to the At-Risk Scoring Sheet

12:00-13:00 Lunch

13:00-15:00 Session 11 (continued): Introduction to the At-Risk Scoring Sheet

15:00-15:15 Coffee Break

15:15-16:00 Session 12: Identifying students for full or partial treatment

VI. Communication with Parents of At-Risk Students

9:00-10:15 Session 10: Role Play of Home Visits

10:15-10:30 Coffee break

10:30-11:30 Session 10 (continued): Introduction to Home Visit Form; Follow-up to 
home visit

VIII. Conclusion and Training Evaluations

16:00-16:45 Closing

V. Child Friendly Schools

8:30-9:00 Session 9: Child Friendly Schools

8:00-8:30 Welcome
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should take this into account and incorporate 

five critical factors to enhance adult learning. 

Following these principles will help you 

determine how to present your training. (See 

textbox below)

The best training builds on what people 

know—it reinforces best practice and can dispel 

misconceptions. Remember to include what you 

learned during your pre-visits and conversations 

with the schools and communities about their 

perceptions and thoughts on school dropout. 

(See Unit 4). 

You may need to help your participants accept 

your approach to training. One way to do this is 

to start your workshop with a BANG by:

1. Begin by eliciting what participants think they 

already know about school dropout.

2. Ask them what they want to know about 

school dropout.

3. Note their Big Ideas about school dropout 

and review them at the close of each day.

4. Go back at different points in the workshop 

to the beginning—has anything changed in what 

they know about school dropout and how to 

mitigate it? Have their questions about school 

dropout been answered? Do they have new 

questions they would like to ask about school 

dropout?

Even if you are not able to answer all of their 

questions, just allowing participants to ask them 

builds a platform on which new learning is more 

likely to take place.

We know that if new learning is not linked 

to existing knowledge, it is less likely to be 

integrated into practice. The push and desire to 

introduce innovations into established routines—

especially when attempting to change teacher 

behaviors—demands constant reflection. Even 

when a person is supportive of innovation and 

change (they can talk about it and how useful it 

is and even believe they are doing it), the pull of 

old habits and cultural patterns may constrain 

the learning of new practices and behaviors. 

In addition to the basic EWS activities, your 

training sessions should deal with this inertia 

head-on by including time for participant 

reflection and discussion of what needs to be 

done to achieve change. For an example of a 

reflection exercise used by the SDPP team in 

Timor-Leste, see Figure 8G to the right. 

Make your workshop interactive and 

participatory. Not only will it make the training 

more interesting and engage participants, it 

will help address the different learning styles 

in the group and help with team-building. 

One method SDPP used with success was 

to divide participates into groups and assign 

reporting duties to individuals. Participants were 

responsible for summarizing key points at the 

end of each training activity. Table 8H presents 

some of the methods that SDPP used in its 

training.

KEY PRINCIPLES FOR ADULT 
LEARNING

1. The material presented should be 

immediately useful to the learners.

2. The materials presented should be 

relevant to adult learners’ lives.

3. The training environment should be 

welcoming so that all learners feel safe 

to participate.

4. The training presentation should be 

engaging.

5. The training should be presented in 

a respectful manner, where learners 

have an opportunity to share their 

experiences.

Source: Effective Adult Learning: A 

Toolkit for Teaching, Northwest Center 

for Public Health Practice, University of 

Washington (2012)
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Scenario:

Maria, a Class 4 girl, has been absent from 

school 4 days a week since school began. 

Role play a visit with her parents. While 

you are in the house, you notice that Maria 

is busy caring for 3 small children – her 

younger brothers and sisters. What do you 

say to encourage her parents to send her to 

school every day?

Fransisco, a Class 4 boy, has been absent 

from school 12 days in the past two months. 

Role play the conversation you will have 

with his mother to find out why he has been 

absent. Other people in his village say that 

they have seen him working on the family 

farm because it is harvest time. What would 

you say to make sure that his parents send 

him to school every day?

Luisa, a Class 5 girl, failed last month’s tests 

in Portuguese and Tetun, maybe because 

she has been absent so much, or perhaps 

because she does not understand the 

material. Role play the meeting that you will 

have with her mother to figure out ways to 

help her succeed in school. Her family lives 

in a very simple house with apparently a lot 

of people in a very small space. Luisa has 

five younger brothers and sisters.   

Domingos, a Class 5 boy, has previously 

been an able student, but has recently 

shown a number of changes in his behavior. 

Last month he failed the tests in math, 

science and Portuguese. Some other 

students claim that he has stolen their 

food and pencils, and that he has been 

involved in fights with other classmates 

outside of school. In school some teachers 

say he has become too “cheeky”. Role play 

the conversation you might have with his 

parents to explore what is going on.

Activity:

Split teachers into groups of 2-5 participants. 

Ask them to pick up one of the scenarios 

and reflect about the situation in their 

school. Is this a common situation or not? Do 

they know of similar cases? 

Then, ask the groups to suggest action 

steps for a teacher to work in partnership 

with a community leader/group to improve 

attendance in that specific scenario. 

Ask them to point out who would be 

responsible for taking action at each step 

and to analyze if this action is feasible given 

the factors involved (time, workload, and 

cultural aspects). 

After 20 minutes of discussion, ask each 

group to report back to all participants. 

Ask the participants: 

• Are the processes described here 

feasible in your reality? 

• What commitments does the teacher 

need to make in order to improve the 

situation? 

• How might accurate record-keeping 

help? 

• Which are the benefits for the school, for 

the teacher and for the community?

Outline general action steps and provide a 

timeline (for example, attendance records 

need to be filled daily; need to be analyzed 

on a weekly basis; weekly discussions to take 

place with community members, etc.)

REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION: FIRST STEPS TOWARD 
PARTICIPATORY SOLUTIONS

Table 8G
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Table 8H – The table below presents some of the methods that SDPP used in its training.

• Team-building

• Overview of 

School Dropout

• Scoring and 

Ranking

• Track & Trigger

• Child Friendly 

School/Teaching 

& Learning

• Contact with 

parents

• Engaging 

Communities

• Management

• Monitoring

• Energizers/games

• Group work

• Discussion

• Reflection

• Presentation

• Brainstorming

• Q&A

• Presentation

• Simulation/Practice

• Group 

presentations

• Presentation

• Discussion

• Role Play

• Presentation

• Demonstration

• Role Play

• Presentation

• Role Play

• Case Study

• Presentation

• Brainstorm

• Role Play

• Presentation

• Brainstorming

• Discussion

• Whole group

• Cross-school 

groups

• EWS teams

• Whole group

• Cross-school 

groups

• Whole group

• EWS teams

• Whole group

• Cross-school 

groups

• Whole group

• Cross-school 

groups

• Whole group

• Cross-school 

groups

• Whole group

• EWS teams

• Whole group

• Cross-school groups

• EWS teams

• School Directors

• Teachers

• Community Leaders

• School Directors

• Teachers

• Community Leaders

• School Directors

• Teachers

• School Directors

• Teachers

• School Directors

• Teachers

• School Directors

• Teachers

• Community Leaders

• School Directors

• Community Leaders

• School Directors

• Teachers

• Community Leaders

MethodContent Grouping Participants

ILLUSTRATIVE TRAINING METHODS FOR EWS TRAINING
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Role plays are a particularly effective technique 

to provide opportunities for participants to 

practice the methods for carrying out some of 

the EWS activities. Figure 8I below provides 

some ideas for using role plays in EWS training.

Here are some of the lessons learned for 

training school EWS teams:

1. Make roles and responsibilities for 

implementing an EWS very clear.

2. School EWS teams need to be trained in the 

month before the beginning of the school year.

3. Let school personnel explore “real life” 

situations of students in their schools during 

the training sessions. Let them explore how an 

EWS could have helped. Encourage this kind of 

dialogue and sharing during the group activities.

4. Underscore, during the training, that their 

input on ways to improve the EWS is valued. 

5. Encourage school teams to discuss how 

to operationalize their EWS activities while 

they have dedicated time to do this and few 

distractions. 

Figure 8J includes some final tips for your 

training. 

Remember, the success of your EWS largely 

depends upon the success of your training!

You are now ready to begin your training. 

There is one last thing to address in your 

EWS planning. In the final unit of our guide we 

discuss managing, monitoring and sustaining 

your EWS.

Figure 8I 

ROLE PLAY IDEAS

Home Visits: 

Break you participants into groups of two. One person will conduct the home 
visit; the other plays the role of the parent/guardian. Provide a few prompts 
(name of child, age, gender, reason for home visit). Use the Decision Tree from 
India found in Unit 5. Let the pair attempt to work out the situation. Observers 
can provide feedback.

Case Management Meeting: 

Divide into groups of three. One person plays the part of the school director, the 
other two play homeroom and subject teachers. Provide a few prompts about 
the child to be discussed (use your EWS indicators). Let the group determine the 
course of action. Observers can provide feedback. 

Poster Use:  

Assign three participants to a poster. They will present its message and then field 
questions from the audience that parents and community members might ask.
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ENDNOTES

1 Dalto, Jeffrey (2014). “Robert Mager’s Performance-Based Learning Objectives” http://blog.
convergencetraining.com/robert-magers-performance-based-learning-objectives.  

Table 8J

1. Use multiple kinds of groups; whole groups, small groups, pairs.

2. Mix up the composition of the groups, sometimes using school cluster groups as well as 

same-school groups.

3. Use case studies and role plays to reinforce what they are “told.”

4. Give the participants adequate time to ask their questions and offer their own ideas on 

school dropout.

5. Remember to use their concerns and ideas solicited during the administrative workshop 

and school visits.

6. Provide an opportunity for the participants to lead sessions if possible.

7. Provide adequate time for them to practice using the scoring and ranking sheets and to 

complete all the tracking forms.

8. Make sure to bring extra school data packages.

9. Provide constructive feedback.

10. Make sure they understand they will get opportunities while the EWS is being 

implemented to offer suggestions on ways to improve the EWS.

11. Discourage participants from using cell phones during the workshop.

TIPS FOR AN INTERACTIVE WORKSHOP
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Making the training interactive and participatory, as 

pictured here, will improve learning.

TRAINING A TAJIKISTAN EWS TEAM
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Managing, 
Monitoring and 
Sustaining Your 
EWS

Unit 9

Preventing School Dropout

EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PROGRAMMING GUIDE
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“I wanted to drop out of school because I couldn’t read and write. I thought quitting was the easiest 

thing to do,” said Tillo Ghoibov, a 9th grader from Vose district of Tajikistan.

Tillo’s father and older brothers go daily in search of work while his mother tends to their household 

of ten children. “We have a hard life,” said his mother. “Frankly, I am uneducated, so I cannot help my 

children with their homework. Tillo couldn’t read and write, and we wanted to take him out of school.” 

Students in Tajikistan leave school for a range of reasons. Their families cannot pay for school-related 

expenses, or they rely heavily on their children to work or help around the house. Sometimes, students 

like Tillo simply miss too much school, fall behind, and become discouraged. Fortunately, Tillo’s 

teachers had participated in the SDPP program’s training, which taught them to identify students who 

are at risk of dropping out, provide them with extra academic support and encouragement, track 

students’ progress, and communicate closely with their families.

Tillo began attending the after-school program, where tutors trained by the SDPP team taught 

supplementary lessons in core subjects. Because of the more interactive and participatory learning 

strategies and small group instruction that Tillo received as an at-risk student, his reading and writing 

skills quickly improved. 

The school also closely tracked Tillo’s attendance and grades to monitor his attendance and 

performance. They communicated regularly with Tillo’s parents about his challenges and progress. 

Tillo’s mother also met with teachers and program staff to learn what she can do at home to support 

her children to do better in school. 

Today Tillo is more confident in class and eager to study. “The program’s impact is very noticeable,” 

said the director at Tillo’s school. “Tillo’s teachers are happy with his accomplishments. He is now 

active not only in the after-school tutoring program, but also in his regular classes.” Tillo plans to finish 

secondary school so he can continue his studies and become a teacher himself.

STUDENTS RECEIVE SUPPORT TO SUCCEED
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Your EWS is designed; school EWS teams are 

formed; you’ve done your training and are ready 

to begin implementation. But there are a few 

more things to discuss:

•	 how to manage and support your EWS; 

•	 how to monitor your EWS; 

•	 when and how to make modifications; and 

•	 best practices about how to sustain sound 

EWS operations.

Managing and Supporting 
Your EWS
How will you manage your EWS? For best 

results, an EWS requires a two-tier management 

structure. The first tier is the structure put in 

place at the school-community level, which 

focuses on the direct implementation of the 

MANAGING, MONITORING AND SUSTAINING 
YOUR EARLY WARNING SYSTEM
How can you sustain the effective implementation of your Early Warning System? 

An EWS is meant to be implemented by schools and communities, but who 

is responsible for its management? How do you know that it is actually being 

implemented well or needs to be modified to make it more useful?  What can you 

do to encourage schools and communities to keep up the good work? This final 

unit—Unit 9—suggests a two-tier management structure for EWS, based in the school-

community and the local project or education office. It then examines different 

monitoring options and provides examples of the monitoring tools and processes 

used by SDPP. It concludes with a discussion of the best practices and lessons 

learned—from both SDPP and other U.S.-based literature—about sustaining your EWS. 

This document has provided guidance on building and operating an EWS, but these 

are only suggestions. You and your team should adapt what works in your country 

and schools to construct a first line of defense against school dropout. 

EWS. The second tier is the structure put 

in place at the project management unit or 

education (or organization) authority closest 

to the school and charged with routine school 

supervision and oversight, such as district 

education offices in many countries. Its focus 

is on the support and maintenance of the EWS 

overall in the targeted network of schools and 

communities. 

Most of this guide has focused on learning 

how to implement an EWS. Our discussion of 

management at the lower or first level will be 

brief. The primary focus of Unit 9 is on second 

tier management of the school network level. 
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A Two-Tier EWS Management 
Structure
Figure 9A below illustrates the two-tier EWS 

management structure. The key tasks carried 

out at each level are identified in the textboxes.  

Although what happens at the first tier (school-

community) is the center of action for the 

implementation of an EWS, the second tier 

(school network) is where ongoing support, 

modification and adaptation of the EWS occurs. 

If the Ministry implements the EWS, it is likely 

that a sub-district, district or regional office 

will assume these responsibilities and tasks. 

However, if a project or other organization 

is managing the intervention, its staff will 

probably be responsible for the school network 

management tasks. In either case, if you are 

working in government schools, the Ministry 

should be aware of and have authorized your 

activities. Even if an EWS is implemented 

through a project, engaging the Ministry as 

much as possible in its management of the 

EWS increases the probability the EWS will be 

scaled up and sustained over the long-term. 

First Tier: School-Level EWS 
Management
Even though the EWS is framed on partnership 

and transparency in decision-making, for it to be 

properly implemented and sustained, someone 

has to manage its implementation at the school 

and in the community. To a certain extent, 

individual school EWS teams have the flexibility 

Figure 9A – EWS Two-Tier Management Structure

Second Tier (School Network) Key Tasks

• Train school EWS teams

• Conduct school visits/monitoring of 
school EWS Teams 

• Hold quarterly facilitator regional/district 
reviews

• Ongoing support to school EWS teams

• Adaptation of EWS framework and 
process

• Flow of information from one level of the 
MOE to another

First Tier (School-Community) Key Tasks

• Form school EWS Teams

• Schedule dates for scoring & ranking

• Host monthly case management 
meetings

• Form Stay-in-School Committees

• Implement first response strategies

• Ongoing support to school EWS teams

• Hold Open Houses

• Hold quarterly management school 
EWS team meetings to monitor what is 
happening

EWS 
school-community 

management

EWS school network management
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to define who is “in charge.” But regardless of 

who assumes this role, certain issues and tasks 

must be addressed if an EWS is going to achieve 

results and be sustained. (See Figure 9A)

The school EWS teams naturally divide into two 

sub-groups—school personnel and community 

members—based on their different EWS roles 

and responsibilities. As discussed in previous 

units, schools create EWS teams that include 

school personnel and community members 

so that they can successfully prevent students 

from dropping out. Using a committee in which 

different stakeholders come together as a team 

works well for EWS implementation. This type of 

collaboration permits committee members with 

different levels of status in the community to work 

together to make joint decisions about actions to 

support at-risk students and implement activities.  

Although the structure of the school EWS 

committee should be relatively simple, its head 

is most appropriately the school director or 

deputy director. The reasons for this are two-fold. 

First, the EWS intervention is based on school 

records and guided by school decisions about 

who is at risk. Second, non-school personnel are 

generally not empowered to exercise authority 

over school personnel activities. Ultimately, 

the school director will be held accountable 

for the leadership and implementation of the 

EWS, especially if it is a sanctioned Ministry of 

Education program. In most cases, a school 

director is a government employee with certain 

obligations and responsibilities as part of the 

job. More importantly, as the “head” of a school, 

the school director has a defined role, level of 

authority and status in the community.

This does not mean, however, that the school 

director alone should make decisions. There are 

two ways to encourage equity in the EWS team: 

schedule regular full EWS committee meetings 

to plan and review activities; and alternate 

responsibility for chairing meetings between 

the school director and the Stay-in-School 

Committee (SSC) chair.

The SSC chair should be elected by the 

members of the committee. Although they will 

clearly be someone who meets the criteria for 

a committee member, the SSC chair may not 

have an equivalent status or level of authority as 

the school director. 

The criteria for SSC members discussed in Unit 

7 are summarized in the textbox below. The 

authority of this person rests to a large degree 

on the integrity and commitment of the person 

chosen by the group. This is an important 

position since the SSC chair will co-manage the 

school’s EWS activities.

Who should be the chair of the SSC? One 

option for selecting the SSC chair is to nominate 

a different person as the chair for a set amount 

of time, for example, the academic school year. 

The other approach is to simply designate 

the sitting chair of the SMC or PTA as chair of 

the SSC. Although there are obvious benefits 

to doing this, if you want both committees to 

function well, doubling the responsibilities of 

this person may prevent them from doing a 

good job. In either case, the scope of work 

WS TWO-TIER MANAGEMENT 
STRUCTURE

SSC MEMBERSHIP CRITERIA 

SCC members should be:

•	 Available to participate

•	 Representative of the community 
and include women and younger 
adults

•	 Literate

•	 Committed

•	 Team players

•	 Respectful

•	 Sensitive

•	 Willing to volunteer

•	 Respectful of “turf issues”

•	 Discreet and respect confidentiality
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for the SSC chair should be clearly defined so 

everyone knows exactly what is expected of the 

chairperson and how they can provide support.

It is important to remember that SSC members 

are volunteers. Neither the school director 

nor the SSC head has authority over the 

community members. Their “power” rests 

on moral persuasion and the commitment of 

individual SSC members. This commitment 

must be nurtured. It is important that community 

members feel part of the team and that their 

input is valued. It is the role of both the school 

director and SSC chair to ensure that they are 

included in meetings, engaged in discussions 

and treated with respect.

Second Tier:  School Network 
EWS Management
Apart from initial and periodic refresher training 

for the school EWS teams, the bulk of the 

second tier school network management tasks 

center on monitoring what is happening in 

the schools and community to ensure sound 

implementation, helping to troubleshoot 

EWS implementation problems, and making 

adjustments in the EWS framework and process 

as needed to support more efficient operations.

Every school network management unit 

overseeing the EWS in a group of schools 

needs to create EWS facilitation teams. The 

number of teams depends on the number of 

schools in the network, how they are grouped 

administratively (e.g., one district vs. multiple 

districts), and the geographic dispersion. 

Each EWS facilitation team should have a 

coordinator and a number of facilitators, based 

on the considerations mentioned above. 

Each facilitator should be assigned a set of 

schools and school EWS teams to monitor and 

provide support on a regular basis. Although 

the differences among the SDPP countries 

were quite vast (remoteness of schools, skill 

levels of school personnel, community leaders 

and facilitators, number of treatment schools, 

etc.) a general “rule of thumb” was to have one 

facilitator for 20-25 schools. Fewer schools per 

facilitator is desirable; 10 schools per facilitator 

would be ideal.

Consider the following questions as you 

determine how many facilitators you will need:

•	 Will they have to use public transportation? 

(Using public transportation considerably 

increases travel time between schools.)

•	 How often do you want facilitators to visit 

each school EWS team? In general, it takes 

a day to conduct a visit. This allows the 

facilitator time to observe a minimum of three 

classrooms, review records and talk with 

teachers, the school director, community 

leaders, parents and even some students. 

•	 Do you want facilitators to check in on 

community meetings over the course of the 

academic year?

•	 How many schools in each facilitator’s circuit? 

Do your math. If you want every school 

EWS team to get one visit each quarter, 

what is the maximum number of schools 

a facilitator can visit? Keep in mind, if they 

are Ministry employees they will probably 

have other duties to perform. Do these 

additional responsibilities overlap with EWS 

responsibilities? The more often a facilitator 

can visit the better the implementation, 

especially in the first year.

•	 How many circuit or cluster-level support 

activities do you expect them to be involved in?

•	 If you plan to use an intense monitoring 

approach then you may want to reduce 

the number of school visits over time. For 

instance, a school gets a visit once every 

quarter in the first year of implementation, 

but only twice a year in the second year, and 

only once in the third year. This allows you to 

stagger your support to provide more support 

to new schools. 

•	 Are you going to use across-school 

monitoring teams that can support the efforts 

of the regional/district level facilitators?

One of the most important tasks of the school 

network management teams is to ensure 
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LEARNING, HAVING FUN AND STAYING IN SCHOOL
Students in a Tajikistan school play chess after an hour of tutoring. A 

combination of academic support and social activities can help reduce 

dropout.  
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information flows from one level to the other. 

Sustainability and future scaling of the EWS 

is largely dependent on letting key decision-

makers in and out of the Ministry know what 

is taking place and with what effect. Simply 

providing a large amount of information will 

not work—people are too busy to read large 

reports and review lots of data. Those working 

at the second tier, especially the head of the 

EWS school team, need to filter what to share 

and when to share it. If there is more than one 

network management team, it is advisable 

that they meet once a year to share what they 

are learning and strategize on how to share 

information with others.

Monitoring Your EWS
You want to keep your EWS on track and 

doing what it is meant to do. Therefore, you 

need to know what is happening in the schools 

and communities. Monitoring allows you to 

determine if the EWS is being implemented 

as designed, also known as “fidelity of 

implementation.”  Monitoring allows you to see 

if things are being done properly, completely 

and where “hardspots” are. Some monitoring 

will come from direct observations and reviews 

of records and logs. Other information will 

be gathered as your facilitators talk to the 

school EWS team members implementing 

the EWS and the intended beneficiaries 

(student, parents, etc.). The primary purpose of 

monitoring is to learn how well EWS activities 

are being implemented (or even if they are 

being implemented) and what can be done to 

make the EWS a better tool for schools and 

communities.

Decision-makers in your project, organization 

and/or the Ministry also need to gain an 

understanding of how well the EWS is 

functioning, particularly if they are thinking of 

expanding the network. For instance, decision 

makers need to gather information on how 

much training is needed for school EWS teams, 

the kinds of problems that emerge during the 

implementation of an EWS, how many schools 

each facilitator can oversee, how long it takes to 

determine that an EWS is making a difference in 

changing at-risk students’ behaviors, etc.

It is important that both the facilitators, who 

carry out the monitoring, and the school EWS 

teams understand the purpose of monitoring 

activities. It is a common reaction to think it is 

linked to assessment of performance on the 

student outcomes the EWS is designed to 

address (i.e., dropout, attendance, behavior, 

and coursework). When people think they, their 

school or their community will be judged on 

improvements in these outcomes, sometimes 

beyond their best efforts, there is a risk of 

introducing bias. An EWS is particularly 

susceptible because its effectiveness depends 

on accurate records about student behaviors. 

Inflating attendance, for example, is the act 

of only a pencil mark. Being assessed on 

results that may be beyond their control can 

be discouraging. This is especially important 

since a large part of the implementation rests on 

community members who are volunteering their 

time and services. 

To prevent this you must clearly explain what 

is being monitored, why and how. Show the 

school EWS teams what you are doing before 

you start and discuss with them what you 

observed and noted during your visits. The more 

TIP: WHEN TO INTRODUCE 
MONITORING

The school EWS team trainings provide 

a good opportunity to introduce the 

topic of monitoring. Your training team 

should review the monitoring plan, 

tools and procedures. Knowing what it 

is and having an opportunity to discuss 

it makes monitoring a collaborative 

exercise meant to improve the 

functioning of the EWS.
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you make this process one for dialogue, the 

greater their confidence will be that monitoring is 

for improvement.

Checklists or guides can be used by school 

personnel and community leaders during 

school/classroom visits to foster this exchange. 

Employing a standard format reduces the risk 

of subjectivity and creates common ground for 

the discussions to take place. Forms should 

be simple to implement and use, so that the 

monitoring process can be conducted quickly 

and easily.

  

Frequency
How often do you need to monitor? Monitoring 

and ongoing support should go hand-in-hand. 

The information gathered during the school 

network EWS management team or facilitator 

monitoring visits should be used to identify 

areas of weakness that need either school-

based or cluster-based refresher support. Every 

school/community should be visited at least 

once each quarter and more often if time allows. 

All school visit monitoring forms and journals 

should be formally reviewed during facilitator 

review meetings. This allows the planning team 

to make adjustments to the EWS as needed. 

The saying “one size fits all” does not work when 

it comes to providing support to school-based 

initiatives. The EWS premise that students who 

are at-risk need more support also applies to 

school EWS teams. There may be teams that 

want to implement an EWS but struggle to 

make it work. Over the implementation period 

you should target your support to the school 

EWS teams in each circuit that need more help. 

Those that need more help should get it. Those 

that need less can serve as “buddies” to nearby 

struggling schools.

This approach is particularly helpful when new 

groups of schools are added to the network. 

Build on what the more experienced school 

EWS teams have learned and use them in both 

the training and ongoing support activities to 

the new groups. In order to offer differentiated 

support to school EWS teams, the monitoring 

needs to take place often enough to identify 

teams that are having issues. Support needs 

to be provided before improper techniques and 

procedures are firmly entrenched.

Monitoring Tools and 
Procedures
There are different tools you can use to monitor 

what is happening at the school and community 

level. Table 9B lists monitoring tools and 

provides some of the pros and cons of each. 

This list is not meant to be exhaustive but rather 

illustrative of the many tools and approaches 

that are available. Keep in mind that the best 

monitoring plans use a combination of methods 

to gather information about what is happening 

and to get multiple perspectives from different 

groups—in this case teachers, parents, etc.

Although each facilitator has specific schools 

assigned to them, if logistics permit, you 

might consider asking facilitators to conduct 

monitoring visits at each other’s schools. 

Occasionally rotating which facilitator visits 

each school can be very beneficial. It can foster 

cross-fertilization of best practices. It can also 

reduce the risk of facilitators bonding with their 

school EWS teams to the point where they 

hesitate to aggressively address issues that 

emerge.

Your EWS monitoring system can be as simple 

or as complex as you wish. The trade-off, of 

course, is between ease-of-implementation and 

do-ability on one hand, and detail and depth 

of information on the other. Below we provide 

options for each. More detail about monitoring 

tools and their application can be found in the 

Unit 9 Digital Annex.

The basic task of monitoring an EWS is to 

check whether and to what extent the EWS 

activities are being implemented and whether 

and to what extent associated procedures are 

being followed at the school-community level. 
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The data is mainly gathered by reviewing the 

EWS documents in each school, such as the 

scoring and ranking sheets, at-risk student 

tracking records, household contact logs, 

and case management meeting minutes. 

The advantage is that this type of checklist 

review is relatively quick and easy to do. The 

disadvantage is that it is record-reliant. Some 

schools may well be implementing activities, 

but may not be keeping records of them finding 

them an additional chore.

The textbox on the next page shows the 

elements and key questions your monitoring 

program should address: adherence, 

differentiation, exposure/dosage, quality and 

responsiveness.

Designing your monitoring tools. The initial 

step in developing the monitoring system is to 

define the essential components of the EWS 

itself that you will monitor. 

The SDPP country teams monitored various 

steps in the EWS implementation process. The 

Table 9B - Measuring Fidelity of Implementation

MEASURING FIDELITY OF IMPLEMENTATION Pros(+)/Cons(-)

Self-reporting data

Observations

Logs, reports

• Questionnaires

• Surveys

• Interviews

• Spot checks

• Peer/school director/

community leaders 

observations

• Rubrics

• Student monitoring tools

• Community leaders’ logs

• Case management logs

• Records of phone calls, 

family visits, etc. 

- Self-reporting personnel/

families, etc.

+ Moderately efficient

+ Moderately reliable

+ Easy to analyze data

- Biased and may 

not be reliable

+ Efficient

+ Data can be easy 

to analyze

- Can be hard to implement 

and subject to bias

- Take a lot of time

- Harder to analyze 

information

+ Offer the best information 

about what is happening in 

certain situations such as 

interaction in classrooms
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four essential components identified by SDPP 

were:
1. At-risk students are identified.

2. At-risk students are tracked.

3. Communications are made with parents of 
at-risk students.

4. Follow-up actions are carried out to support 

at-risk students.

Once you have defined the most essential 

EWS components, you need to develop your 

monitoring tools. You should develop specific 

questions for each component that will guide 

monitoring to capture information about the 

extent to which that component is being 

implemented. For example, SDPP identified 

the following questions to address EWS 

Component 1 (whether at-risk students were 

being identified):

•	 Has the teacher generated an at-risk score 

for each student?

•	 Does the score for each student correspond 

correctly with the number of absences in the 

Attendance Sheet?

•	 Is the student’s date of birth recorded in the 

Attendance Book, Student Tracking Book or 

Student Record Book?

•	 Which students have a score in [language] 

and Math in the Student Monthly Tracking 

Book or Class Scoring Book for the month?

To make data collection and analysis as simple 

as possible, we recommend a “checklist” 

approach:  each question is structured so that 

the answer can be quantified (e.g., yes/no, 

number of hours, etc). Each question should 

be accompanied by practical instructions. For 

example, name of the form that should be 

consulted for the information and the person 

who “keeps” the form. Table 9C is an example 

of a monitoring tool from SDPP in India that 

deals with Component 1 (whether at-risk 

students were being identified).  

The shorter the tool, the better. SDPP used 

about 40 items on its EWS monitoring 

checklist, about ten items per component. 

Ideally, you should design your monitoring tools 

FIVE ELEMENTS OF IMPLEMENTATION FIDELITY FOR 
MONITORING

Adherence: Was the intervention delivered as designed or intended? 

Program differentiation: Which critical features of the intervention differ from the design?

Exposure or dosage: Have the participants (both school EWS teams and at-risk students) 

received the number of inputs or participated in the number of activities intended?  

Quality of delivery: Was the intervention implemented well and with the anticipated levels 

of quality (e.g., materials were of expected quality, or agents had the knowledge, skill, or 

enthusiasm expected to deliver the program)? 

Participant responsiveness: Did the deliverers (i.e., school EWS teams) and beneficiaries 

participate as intended (e.g., engaged, enthusiastic)?

TIP: CONSULTING WITH 
YOUR EWS TEAMS
It is advisable to consult with your school 

network EWS teams. You may find that 

they have different views on what is 

“essential” than you do. SDPP consulted 

with all four of its countries to arrive at 

a standardized list to be used in every 

school-community.
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CONSULTING WITH THE STUDENTS
A member of the EWS monitoring team talking with an at-risk student in 

an SDPP school in Cambodia to gather information about his experience 

with the EWS. 
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concurrently with your program. Checklists are 

most conducive to tracking required actions, 

so knowing at the start what is required (e.g., 

certain student support activities) can be 

incorporated into both your EWS training and 

the monitoring tools.

Be sure to pilot your monitoring tools in a 

few selected schools with a variety of school 

network EWS team facilitators. Both schools 

and facilitators should have different levels of 

capacity—schools for EWS implementation and 

facilitators for completing monitoring forms—

so you can create a form that will meet most 

contexts. If you are developing the tools in a 

language different from the language they will be 

administered in, be prepared to learn that some 

of your questions simply won’t “work” when 

translated. 

Collecting your mornitoring data. To collect 

your data, you need enumerators. For both cost 

and technical reasons, we suggest that you 

use your school network EWS team facilitators. 

They are already working on the EWS and they 

know the EWS procedures. The downside is 

that they may provide biased information if 

assigned to the school they support. If possible, 

send your facilitators to different schools. If not, 

institute spot-checks to determine that the data 

collected is accurate.  

Provide a two-day training program to train your 

facilitators on the monitoring tools and their 

use. This will allow you to walk them through 

each tool and provide opportunities for practice 

using the forms, both with peers through 

simulations and at an actual school that is 

implementing EWS. Trainers—your EWS design 

team members who developed the monitoring 

tools—should use structured observation forms 

to rate the facilitators and provide feedback to 

build common understanding of the expected 

performance levels.

Ideally, the forms should be administered 

at every school-community each quarter. 

However, this may not be feasible in your 

context. Consider various options, such as:  

implementing monitoring activities only once or 

twice per year, implementing a second round of 

data collection only in schools that did not meet 

a performance threshold, implementing only 

portions of tools that deal with components that 

were problematic in subsequent data collection 

rounds, or implementing in a revolving sample of 

your schools.

Analyzing your data. As with any data collection 

activity, you should develop your data base and 

follow proper data entry and cleaning protocols.

A first step in preparing for data analysis is to 

select or develop indices. This entails which 

questions should be combined to report out 

on key subcomponents and components. You 

may opt not to combine questions, but you will 

need to decide on how to score the responses. 

Scoring will depend on the responses you are 

seeking. In some instances, the response may 

be a simple “yes” (1) or “no” (0). In other cases 

there may be multiple responses of different 

desirability. You will have to decide the scores 

that reflect your rating.

You also may consider weighting the responses 

based on the relative importance of each item, 

sub-component or component. For example, 

if your EWS monitoring design has four 

components and you decide they are all of equal 

importance, then the total weight for each should 

be one-fourth. However, each component may 

not have the same number of questions or items. 

You will have to adjust the scoring to reflect the 

weight you have assigned.

Finally, you will need to determine the threshold 

of acceptability for the overall scores. SDPP 

used 80% as the acceptable threshold, 

below which schools were determined to be 

“struggling schools,” and above which their EWS 

implementation was deemed to be acceptable. 

By identifying schools that fell below the 80% 

threshold, project staff in each country could 

follow up with schools and/or program staff to 

identify root causes for the shortfall. The same 
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AT-RISK STUDENTS ARE IDENTIFIED

Table 9C – Sample of monitoring tool from SDPP in India

In this section, you will be determining whether the Tracking / Scoring Sheet was 
completed and done so correctly by the teacher.

2

3

4

Task: Compare Grade 5 Attendance Register to At-Risk Scoring Sheet in order to verify 
that the Tracking Sheet was completed

How to randomly select four Grade 5 students: Look at the Attendance Register. 
Count the number of students, then divide by 4 – that number will become the “interval” 
for selection – e.g., 28 students divided by 4 = 7. Select the 7th, 14th, 21st, and 28th 
student. If you have 33 students, divide by 4 = 8.25; in this case, round down to 8, then 
count by 8s.

Does the Grade 5 class teacher 

have the Tracking Cumulative 

Scoring Sheet filled out?  

Write the total number of students on 

the Tracking Cumulative Scoring Sheet. 

Write “0” if there is none

Write the ID number of each 

sampled student:

Is the SDPP ID of each selected student 

written correctly on the Tracking cum 

Scoring Sheet? Refer to the Class 4 

register of July 2013 to confirm that it is 

correct.

• All boxes are filled

• All boxes are filled except for 1 to 3 

empty boxes

• All boxes are filled except for 3 to 6 

empty boxes

• More than 6 empty boxes

• Not filled out at all (blank)

• Unavailable

ID#_____      ID#_____      ID#_____      ID#_____

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

• Rationale of the Scoring of Work 
Obligation and Behavior Format 

• Evening Attendance Sheet

Documents needed for this section:

• Grade 4 Attendance Register

• Grade 5 Attendance Register 

• Tracking Cumulative Scoring Sheet 

Continued

Answer these questions:

1
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Table 9C – Continued

5

6

7

Is information provided for each 

indicator for each sampled student 

on the Tracking Cumulative Scoring 

Sheet? (Attendance, Early Departure, 

Course Performance, Work Obligation, 

Parent’s Literacy, Behavior). Tick “yes” 

if the information is recorded, even if 

it is done incorrectly. Note also that 

Course Performance should include a 

performance score or an y or n.

Has the teacher correctly recorded the 

attendance on the tracking sheet for 

each student based on the Grade 4 

Attendance Register for December 2013 

and February 2014?

Early Departure: Examine the 

Attendance Register for Grade 5 

and crosscheck with the Evening 

Attendance Record Sheet Has the 

teacher correctly recorded all correct 

early departure codes (P, X, or A) on 

Tracking Cumulative Scoring Sheet for 

this student?

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

8 Work obligation: Check each student’s 

work obligation score against format 

for the Rationale of the Scoring of Work 

Obligation and Behavior. 

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

9 Behavior score: Check each student’s 

behavior score against the Template for 

the Rationale of the Scoring of Work 

Obligation and Behavior. 

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

O   yes

O   no

AT-RISK STUDENTS ARE IDENTIFIED
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80% was applied to the component level, so 

problem areas could be identified. 

Using your monitoring data. It is important 

that you share the monitoring data for both 

school EWS teams, school network EWS 

team(s), and other stakeholders, such as the 

Ministry of Education offices.

In an effort to foster discussion, you should 

meet with the school EWS teams before 

and after the monitoring exercise. Do not 

leave without sharing observations. Discuss 

any concerns and praise them for a job well 

done. As much as possible, the focus of the 

debriefing should be on how to improve and 

what is working well. Remember, it’s not just the 

teachers who need to implement child friendly 

strategies. Facilitators need to use them as well! 

Over time you might modify the monitoring 

forms you use to more carefully monitor specific 

EWS actions. In addition to formal monitoring 

forms, each facilitator might keep a journal of 

their school visits outlining what they discussed 

with the school EWS teams and follow-up 

measures. Monthly meetings should be hosted 

with all the facilitators in a region to review their 

journals and monitoring forms.

With the school EWS team…

1. Let them see the EWS appraisal tool and a 

summary of results from their school. This is 

part of the transparency process. Ask them to 

share their thoughts on what you observed. 

2. Ask them to tell you what they believe 

they are doing well and areas where they can 

improve.

3. If there are best practices in other schools, 

share them. But don’t make it seem like they 

are in competition. Try to foster a community of 

practice even if the conduit for it is only through 

you and other facilitators.

4. If you notice that everyone is doing the same 

thing inadequately, for instance, not filling out 

forms correctly, don’t chastise. Re-teach. Just 

say, “Let’s review how you ….” Again, keep in 

mind the objective is to improve, not to judge.

5. If there are some team members who are 

doing better than others, work with the school 

director and SSC chair to develop a plan to 

refresh and retrain those working on the school 

EWS team.

With the school network EWS management 

teams…

1. Share the results from their respective 

networks, and the results overall. You can 

determine whether it is appropriate to share 

results of the other teams.  

2. Ask whether the results correspond to what 

they observed. Discuss why they think these 

results were obtained.

3. Ask where they see the successes and 

weaknesses in implementation. Are there 

discernable patterns?

4. Ask about the weaknesses and the reasons 

for them. Are they due to procedural problems, 

design problems, inadequate understanding or 

manpower problems?  

5. Discuss options for addressing weakness 

and improvements.

6. Develop individual improvement plans for 

schools and networks.

7. If there are some facilitators or teams that are 

doing better than others, consider exchanges.

Digging deeper. After you have reviewed your 

data, you may find you would like to know more 

about what is going on in your schools. If time 

and resources permit, you can deepen your 

understanding by collecting more qualitative 

information. 

SDPP has developed another set of tools 

that tracks the treatment of a small sample 

of at-risk students to ascertain whether 

they have received the full EWS treatment. 

This toolset uses classroom observations a 

document review and discussions to track 

each component of the first response system 
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for four target at-risk students (S1, S2, S3, and 

S4) (see Table 9D: At-risk Student EWS First 

Response Strategies Tool). The facilitator uses 

the same form to compare what happens in 

different classrooms. The tool consists of four 

sections: classroom observations; review of 

student tracking records and case management 

records; the parent communication log; and 

discussions with key stakeholders. The full set 

of tools is included in the Unit 9 Digital Annex.

Sustaining Your EWS
EWS implementation depends on the efforts 

of the school, its personnel and community 

members. Broad-based school and community 

support is vital to sustaining the effectiveness of 

your EWS. 

Throughout the guide we have shared SDPP 

best practices. In this section we provide 

additional best practices, particularly those 

that are buttressed by research from U.S. 

programs. Like all the information in this guide, 

these are suggestions and are not meant to be 

strict requirements that you must follow. Most 

of the best practices are based on common 

experiences from the four SDPP countries. A 

few others experiences, while not found across 

all four pilot countries, were so significant that 

they are included as well.

Build respect and trust
The most common thread for a successful EWS 

is the open dialogue built on trust and respect 

that happens within and outside the school. 

Research examining program evaluations points 

to the need for both a formal and an informal 

exchange mechanism on how well things are 

being done. An open forum for discussion on 

ways to improve an EWS leads to significant 

improvements in meeting the needs of the at-

risk students who are the focus of the EWS. As 

one evaluation stated, the open exchange on 

program implementation helped them to “focus 

on the focus student.”  

Keep the conversations alive—Use open 
dialogue and transparency
Frequently checking in with one another was 

also very important to the success of an EWS 

process. This means that in both pre- and 

post-monitoring sessions it is important to keep 

the focus where it should be: on improving how 

things are going. Hosting quarterly or semester 

monitoring meetings with school personnel and 

community leaders is another mechanism to 

monitor what is happening and improve what is 

being done. Sharing progress reports in a public 

forum is not only an important way to recognize 

achievement but also to reinforce transparency 

and accountability. 

Don’t be afraid of changing the EWS—
Adjust it if it’s not working
Use Fidelity of Implementation visits to keep 

things on course or make adjustments as 

needed. Listen to what the implementers tell 

you about what is and is not working. Host 

a forum to exchange information about their 

experiences and use a Community of Practice 

to exchange ideas and best practices. It is 

also important to modify the EWS as Ministry 

priorities evolve over time. Your EWS needs to 

reflect those shifts.

Revisit your indicators over the 
implementation period and revise them as 
needed
Focusing attention on a smaller set of indicators 

is better than using many. They need to be 

reviewed periodically to make sure everyone 

understands them. They also need to be revised 

as the school dropout problem changes over 

time. Keep the focus of time and effort on the 

biggest issues—things you can actually act 

on. Remember, it is better to focus on fewer 

indicators and track them well than to use too 

many and track them poorly.

Use a multi-tier response to intervention 
mapped to student level of risk and 
differentiated by grade level
At the primary level use a school wide focus that 
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Table 9D – At-risk student EWS First Response Strategies Tool

School:      Date:

Section 1: Observed teacher behaviors

Teacher 1

Grade:

Subject:

Calls by name

Monitors schoolwork

Provides individual help

Welcomes to class

Offers positive reinforcement

Stands by student’s desk

Smiles at student

Calls on student

Assigns a buddy

Provides opportunity to lead

Comments: 

Patterns, student 

reactions, etc.

Comments: 

Patterns, student 

reactions, etc.

Comments: 

Patterns, student 

reactions, etc.

A

S1  B   G

S1  B   G

S1  B   G

B

S2  B   G

S2  B   G

S2  B   G

C

S3  B   G

S3  B   G

S3  B   G

D

S4  B   G

S4  B   G

S4  B   G

Teacher 2

Grade:

Subject:

Calls by name

Monitors schoolwork

Provides individual help

Welcomes to class

Offers positive reinforcement

Stands by student’s desk

Smiles at student

Calls on student

Assigns a buddy

Provides opportunity to lead

Teacher 3

Grade:

Subject:

Calls by name

Monitors schoolwork

Provides individual help

Welcomes to class

Offers positive reinforcement

Stands by student’s desk

Smiles at student

Calls on student

Assigns a buddy

Provides opportunity to lead
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targets all students for absence as the trigger to 

initiate communication with the parents. Employ 

child-friendly teaching and learning strategies, 

including partnering students who struggle to 

master content with study buddies. At the junior 

secondary and secondary level, use a targeted 

approach and track and trigger for behavior 

and course performance. Include homework 

assistance and supplemental instruction as 

part of the first response strategies. Limit the 

number of at-risk students in your EWS to those 

with the highest risk. Using a full and partial 

treatment allows school personnel to use a 

stratified system in which those at the highest 

risk get more individualized support and those 

at medium risk are supported by partnering with 

buddies and in small group instruction. 

Score and rank more often
It is better to use a limited number of indicators 

to identify at-risk students and score them more 

frequently so students who “slip” do not have to 

wait to be identified and provided first response 

strategies support. Schools might consider a 

mid-year scoring and ranking based solely on 

attendance to catch students who might be 

at-risk.

Monitoring is essential
The most successful EWS use multi-tiered 

monitoring systems and are in continual 

process of reviewing what is and is not working. 

Although research on the EWS implementation 

processes carried out in the U.S. is sparse, 

despite the popularity of EWS,  it is clear that 

school-level monitoring is one of the most 

important tasks that can be performed. Talk 

to teachers, school directors, parents and 

community leaders on a regular schedule to find 

out if the EWS is helping them to identify and 

support students. If they tell you “no,” find out 

why not.

Don’t force EWS on teachers, students, 
families and community leaders 
Giving schools and communities the choice to 

implement an EWS allows for a greater sense of 

ownership. It should be something they want to 

do and are able to shape so that it is responsive 

to their needs, resources, and priorities. 

However, whenever you leave the opportunity 

open for them to opt out there is risk they will 

stop before seeing results. You must have 

structures in places to keep them motivated and 

engaged. Some of the incentives are similar to 

those used at the school and community level. 

However, if the Ministry or a large organization is 

promoting the EWS, they have the opportunity 

to respond to this on a higher and more visible 

level. 

Broadcast their successes
To achieve a broad base of community support, 

any initiative—including an EWS—must 

establish a strong identity in the community. 

Using the media to spread the word about the 

EWS will help ensure that it maintains a high 

profile within the community. Recognize high 

performers. Partner with the media to share 

success stories. The implementation of an 

EWS depends a great deal on volunteerism. 

Ask newspapers to write human interest stories 

about your volunteers; ask radio stations to 

talk-up the program and things schools and 

communities are doing to address dropout. Use 

the Internet and social media to tell their stories. 

Create a website, Facebook page or Twitter 

account to share what is being done. 

Create an EWS community 
When expanding the EWS to other school-

communities, use school personnel and 

community leaders who have done a good job 

TIP: If you use photos, videos, or share 

success stories, it is important to get 

parent/guardian consent prior to using 

the images and/or names of children. 

Instructions on how to get informed 

consent and a copy of a consent form are 

included in the annex.



PAGE 224          UNIT 9

CREATIVE ASSOCIATES INTERNATIONAL

TIP: Mobile phone calls can be used among school directors, case management lead 

teachers, designated teachers (such as a call for math teachers to at-risk students, etc.) and/

or community leaders to discuss what they are learning about implementing an EWS. These 

calls offer a low-cost way to bring the community together to discuss problems they are 

experiencing and share solutions.

TIP: Prepare and disseminate a monthly or quarterly bulletin on EWS best practices for 

schools and communities. If schools/communities have access to the Internet, use a digital 

bulletin board or website to foster dialogue among school teams. This is a way to recognize 

school teams for their achievements and creative ideas. If a community has an Internet café 

they might be able to negotiate free time as a contribution to the EWS from the owner. This 

kind of support to keep students in school should be acknowledged publicly. It recognizes 

the generosity of the individual or business and it can act as a catalyst to get other 

businesses to support the effort.

SOME GUIDELINES FOR CREATING A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE (CoP)

Key Duties and Responsibilities

1.  Secure funding for face-to-face activities.

2.  Address issues that have a common interest to all participants.

3.  Identify a chair person to manage the group.

4.  Provide training for someone to be in charge and coordinate meetings and other ways of 

exchange.

5.  Make sure the vision and goals of the CoP are clearly defined.

6.  Address the most important question —“What’s in it for me?”

7.  Promote a common identify and shared cause. 

8.  Explore alternative ways of “meeting” to foster exchange: Internet, webcasts/podcasts, 

Facebook page, Twitter accounts, website, and blogging. When the internet and computers 

are not available explore the use of mobile phones to promote exchange “from a distance.”

9.  Time is a challenge for CoPs. A key principle of community cultivation is to ensure high value 

for time for all those who invest their time.  

10. Focus on what works.

11.  Don’t limit participation through rigid definitions of who is qualified to join the CoP. Diversity 

grows capacity.

Table 9E
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to “sell” it. Remember, an EWS is much more 

likely to be expanded to other communities 

when the stakeholders who actually used it are 

given a prominent role in promoting it. Identify 

your key EWS “champions” and use them. 

Champions can bring visibility (and credibility) 

to the EWS by obtaining media attention 

through public service announcements, press 

conferences, and letters to the editor and 

opinion pieces. They can also recruit other 

leaders to invest time and resources into the 

EWS outreach activities.

Bringing like-minded individuals together around 

specific issues is an excellent way to sustain 

an activity. Communities of Practice (CoP) 

are increasingly used to foster dialogue and 

bring new groups on board. Find opportunities 

to bring your EWS teams together. Table 9E 

provides guidelines on ways to create a CoP. 

Conclusion
This Guide outlines how SDPP designed and 

implemented Early Warning Systems. It provides 

suggestions and examples of tools used by the 

SDPP country teams. It shares best practices, 

and offers advice on things to avoid to ensure 

your EWS can be successfully implemented 

in your country to identify and support at-risk 

students. 

Your team should adapt the contents of 

this guide to respond to your local context 

and to align your interventions to create a 

comprehensive net to catch students who might 

otherwise be overlooked. An EWS offers a first 

line of defense against dropout; it provides a 

framework and a process to help schools and 

communities support their at-risk students. 

However, it alone cannot reduce dropout in 

your country. Your EWS must be buttressed by 

other policies and programs that address the 

multiple causes of dropout, whether they are 

the conditions at school that push students out 

or the conditions at home that pull them out. All 

students deserve a chance to complete their 

schooling, achieve to the best of their ability, 

and enjoy the experience while doing so.

Congratulations. You have completed this 

programming guide and are now ready to start!
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