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How to describe an early warning system?  
 

Early warning system is a broad term for all the systems, actions and programs that aim to identify 

early distress signals and provide timely intervention to tackle early leaving from education.  

The Thematic Working Group on Early School Leaving of the European Commission was responsible 

for policy level improvement based on the studies of member states’ practice and policy regarding 

this issue, between 2011-2013. The working group, built up from the governmental and non-

governmental experts of member states, conducted surveys on current practices and collected 

information on the states. It concluded there is no such a country with a perfectly complex early 

warning system and there are remarkable differences in the aspects which considered the most 

important in each country. Furthermore systems are different in terms of organization of early 

warning system: it can be part of the mainstream education system or a separate area dedicated 

only for this issue. For the majority of the countries it is part of the mainstream.  

Further literature in English: 

European Commission (2013a): Early warning systems in Europe: practice, methods and 

lessons. Thematic Working Group on Early School Leaving (TWG on ESL), Brussels. 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-

systems_en.pdf 

RESL.EU project, (ongoing) web: https://www.uantwerpen.be/en/projects/resl-eu/ 

RESLEA Project, 2012-2014 www.reslea.eu  

Judit Juhasz (2015): Final report on Crocoos – Cross-sectoral cooperation focused solutions for 

the prevention of early school leaving project background research. Tempus Public 

Foundation, Budapest. Ch. II.  

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Earl

y%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf 

  

tags: situation analysis 

Why is it important to build up such a system? 

In the first place, a protocol based system has less room for subjective, random actions in case of a 

problem that can be well defined. We already have such examples in THE European systems such as 

the very general absenteeism and its strict follow up by any countries. It provides a frame for all 

those working in the system while narrowing the risk of a young person being unseen and 

unsupported with their problem.   

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-systems_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-systems_en.pdf
https://www.uantwerpen.be/en/projects/resl-eu/
http://www.reslea.eu/
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
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The people working day by day on the field are probably the wisest about which student has to be 

supported only after some weeks of observation already. The risk of leaving school early has 

widespread early signals which are many times seen common by different experts and countries.  

For instance the already mentioned absenteeism, especially unnoticed one is considered as one of 

the most important early distress signal of a dropout so that it has a close follow up and well 

administered system all over. Nevertheless there are signals lacking a school protocol, being 

important factors though.  One of these signals is boredom or loss of motivation during the classes 

for example. Special targeted programs and system level follow up in case of these less commonly 

registered signals contribute to a more efficient system in lowering the number of dropout students, 

proved by the examples of countries tackling dropout more successfully. 

Further literature in English: 

Jelena Joksimovic, Juhász Judit, Mihályi Krisztina, Tomcsik Dóra (2014): Early warning systems 

in six European countries. Desk research report on study visit countries in the framework of 

CROCOOS– Cross-sectoral cooperation focused solutions for the prevention of early school 

leaving project. Interim report. Tempus Public Foundation, Budapest 

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Early%20warning%20systems%20

in%20six%20European%20countries_interim%20report.pdf 

Preventing early school leaving, SALAR, 2013 http://webbutik.skl.se/bilder/artiklar/pdf/7164-

925-6.pdf 

Rumberger, R.,  Ah Lim, S., (2008): Why Students Drop Out of School: A Review of 25 Years of 

Researc., Flyer, California Dropout research Project, University of California Linguistic 

Minority research institute.  http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/Assets/CSN/PDF/Flyer+-

+Why+students+drop+out.pdf 

Uekawa, K. (2010): Creating an Early Warning System: Predictors of Dropout in Delaware.  

Regional Educational Laboratory Mid-Atlantic, Regional Educational Laboratory Mid- Mac. 

http://www.doe.k12.de.us/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=2801&dataid

=9385&FileName=MA1275TAFINAL508.pdf 

Another reason for building up an early warning system is the well-defined role of teachers and other 

actors outside of school in the process. This means the teacher is not alone in tackling dropout and 

has the possibility to cooperate with other professionals with other competence.  

tags: distress signals, identifying at risk students, cross-sectoral cooperation, mapping external 

partners 

How to build the early warning system? 

Traditionally there are three levels the different programs can work on: prevention, intervention and 

correction. Early warning system is initially more about intervention to tackle the problem when its 

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Early%20warning%20systems%20in%20six%20European%20countries_interim%20report.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Early%20warning%20systems%20in%20six%20European%20countries_interim%20report.pdf
http://webbutik.skl.se/bilder/artiklar/pdf/7164-925-6.pdf
http://webbutik.skl.se/bilder/artiklar/pdf/7164-925-6.pdf
http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/Assets/CSN/PDF/Flyer+-+Why+students+drop+out.pdf
http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/Assets/CSN/PDF/Flyer+-+Why+students+drop+out.pdf
http://www.doe.k12.de.us/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=2801&dataid=9385&FileName=MA1275TAFINAL508.pdf
http://www.doe.k12.de.us/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=2801&dataid=9385&FileName=MA1275TAFINAL508.pdf
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first signals appear. Timely intervention is very effective in any sense from financial to efficiency: 

students remain in school with a much higher possibility if they can get support at the beginning, and 

they finish and go to the labour market earlier which is useful for the economy, besides teachers and 

other professionals have an easier job when the problem has just occurred.  

The below list shows the most important policies and measures on each level of acting identified in 

different countries in Europe: 

On Prevention level 

 Improving access to and quality of ECEC (early childhood education and care) 

 Reducing grade retention 

 Desegregation policies 

 Positive discrimination measures 

 Developing extra-curricular activities 

 Increasing flexibility and permeability of educational pathways 

 Inclusion of ELET in initial teacher education and professional training 

 Education and career guidance 

 

On Intervention level 

 Providing individual support 

 Support for low achievers 

 Language support for students with a different mother tongue 

 Specialist staff supporting teachers and students 

 Identification of groups at risk of ELET 

 Developing early warning systems for students at risk of ELET 

 Absenteeism management 

 Networking with parents and other actors outside school 

 

On Compensation level 

 Reform of the second chance education system 

 Identification of early leavers and measures to help them re-enter education and training 

(Eurydice-CEDEFOP 2014 57.) 

 

Further literature in English: 

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/CEDEFOP (2014): Tackling Early Leaving from 

Education and Training in Europe: Strategies, Policies and Measures. Eurydice and CEDEFOP 

Report. Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. 

http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/thematic_reports/175EN.pdf 57. 

oldal 

 

http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/thematic_reports/175EN.pdf%2057
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European Commission (2013a): Early warning systems in Europe: practice, methods and 

lessons. Thematic Working Group on Early School Leaving (TWG on ESL), Brussels. 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-

systems_en.pdf 

Judit Juhasz (2015): Final report on Crocoos – Cross-sectoral cooperation focused solutions for 

the prevention of early school leaving project background research. Tempus Public 

Foundation, Budapest. Ch. III. 

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Earl

y%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf 

tags: resource analysis, intervention on school level, intervention on EWS team level, intervention on 

student level, distress signals, identifying at risk students 

Institutional level EWS 

A well-functioning and logically structured EWS has its data gathering and measurement and 

monitoring-evaluation elements. As an input the circumstances e.g. social status of the student is 

important information: his or her knowledge, interests, skills and personality besides family 

circumstances are all features that have to be considered by the school. During the process gathered 

data and information is used for an individual level support and teaching process. Data gathering and 

especially the access and usage are always a sensitive issue and still in debate, however there is a 

common understanding of the importance of these factors in the student being at risk.  Besides input 

data, the monitoring and handling of everyday behaviour issues and other signals of the student are 

the most important elements of such a system. Beyond the trivial signals like absenteeism, 

deteriorating achievement or grade repetition there are several other behaviour signals that worth 

to be followed up by the teacher. The most common signals from these kinds are boredom or low 

motivation, bullying or being bullied and a sudden change in behaviour which can be an unexpected 

aggression or too silent reaction as well. (The listed are described in other articles where you can find 

more literature about each too.) An efficient EWS gives a feedback to itself about its operation: 

professionals working in the system are informed from time to time about the exact numbers and 

other efficiency indicators they developed so that they have the opportunity to improve the system 

based on the experiences.  

An institutional EWS works on different levels: a strategy represents the whole approach of the 

institution, data gathering and measurement tools and processes concerning early warning signals 

support the system, on the other hand it works on group level meaning different students and 

teachers, using for instance career orientation technics, and last but not least it has a role on the 

level of individuals. On the level of the school actual planning is crucial besides school teams have to 

be formulated, with their own clear responsibilities. On the level of the individual different elements 

of the support system are used such as individual development plan, or the involvement of external 

experts. Behind a successful institutional practice there must be always an engaged leader.  

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-systems_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-systems_en.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
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The base of an EWS is always individual attention for all the students. Teachers are in the frontline 

with the opportunity to realize these early distress signals and ask for a proper support if it’s over 

their competence. Early leaving from education and training as an issue has to be built into teacher 

initial training and further education while the cooperation with other sectors has to be improved 

too. Tackling dropout is a shared responsibility of all connecting actors.  

Further literature in English: 

European Commission (2013a): Early warning systems in Europe: practice, methods and 

lessons. Thematic Working Group on Early School Leaving (TWG on ESL), Brussels. 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-

systems_en.pdf  

Judit Juhasz (2015): Final report on Crocoos – Cross-sectoral cooperation focused solutions for 

the prevention of early school leaving project background research. Tempus Public 

Foundation, Budapest. Ch. III. and VI.  

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Earl

y%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf 

Adaptive Technologies Inc. (2008): Using Predictive Modeling to Improve High School Dropout 

Prevention. White paper, USA. 

http://adaptiveinc.com/pdf/ATi_Using%20Predictive%20Modeling%20to%20Improve%20Hig

h%20School%20Dropout%20Prevention.pdf 

Happen, J. B., Bowles Therriault, S., (2008): Developing Early Warning Systems to Identify 

Potential High School Dropouts. American Institutes for Research. 

http://www.earlywarningsystems.org/wp-

content/uploads/documents/IssueBrief_EarlyWarningSystemsGuide.pdf  

tags: resource analysis, distress signals, identifying at risk students,  cross-sectoral cooperation, 

mapping external partners, student centered support, absenteeism, harassment, observing 

behaviour, team building 

The role of the school and the teacher 

According to European data the quality of the school seems to be indicative considering the 

perspectives of its students. “Going to a predominantly low SES (socio-economic status) school will 

depress students’ average scores, while going to a high SES school will tend to raise them. The effect 

is that a young person – with the same mix of dis/advantages and the same history of school 

achievement– will leave one school early but would not leave another school early. On the other 

hand students with objectively almost the same characteristics and in same situation schools 

perform differently: this shows the own effect of the specific school itself. This effect is widely noted 

and recognised. It is statistically significant in every country in PISA.”  

 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-systems_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/europe-warning-systems_en.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://adaptiveinc.com/pdf/ATi_Using%20Predictive%20Modeling%20to%20Improve%20High%20School%20Dropout%20Prevention.pdf
http://adaptiveinc.com/pdf/ATi_Using%20Predictive%20Modeling%20to%20Improve%20High%20School%20Dropout%20Prevention.pdf
http://www.earlywarningsystems.org/wp-content/uploads/documents/IssueBrief_EarlyWarningSystemsGuide.pdf
http://www.earlywarningsystems.org/wp-content/uploads/documents/IssueBrief_EarlyWarningSystemsGuide.pdf
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Further literature in English: 

Network of experts in social sciences of education and training (NESSE) (2010): Early school 

leaving. Lessons from research for policy makers. An independent expert report submitted to 

the European Commission. http://www.nesetweb.eu/sites/default/files/early-school-leaving-

report.pdf p. 23.  

 

The significant role of school environment and student-teacher relationship is strengthened by an 

American study as well. It quotes results about Chicago Public Schools indicate that students’ course 

performance is related to three school factors: relationships with teachers, the relevance of 

classroom instruction to their perceived future, and teachers’ cooperation with each other. Data 

even proves that high level of trust and personal support decrease failures while unsuccessful 

students hardly see teachers as helpful and motivating actors. Just as in family so in school 

expectations and requirements have a great effect on final attainment. 

 

Further literature in English: 

Iver, M. A., Mac Iver, D. J. (2009): Beyond the indicators: An integrated school-level approach 

to dropout prevention. Arlington, VA: The Mid-Atlantic Equity Center, The George 

Washington University Center for Equity and Excellence in Education. 

http://diplomasnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/dropout-report-8-11-09.pdf p. 6.  

Based on another US study the characteristics of schools that have been unsuccessful with holding 

onto their at-risk youth include the following: “low expectations for success, inconsistent discipline, 

low teacher involvement and/or accountability, inattention to individual student needs, and a low 

level of engagement in productive learning activities”. As opposed to this, the characteristics of 

successful dropout reduction programs include strong commitment by instructional staff, quality 

leadership, small class size, and fair and consistent discipline that is clearly communicated. 

Furthermore these schools have a curriculum expanded to include personal and career components; 

teachers/administrators who believe the students can succeed; students who participate in the 

programs by their own choice; the wide availability of support services; a high amount of 

personalized interactions among staff and students; learning that is emphasized over teaching; and 

funding that is available for smaller class sizes and more equipment and resources.  

Further literature in English: 

Judit Juhasz (2015): Final report on Crocoos – Cross-sectoral cooperation focused solutions for 

the prevention of early school leaving project background research. Tempus Public 

Foundation, Budapest. Ch. III. and VI. fejezet  

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Earl

y%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf 

http://www.nesetweb.eu/sites/default/files/early-school-leaving-report.pdf%20p.%2023
http://www.nesetweb.eu/sites/default/files/early-school-leaving-report.pdf%20p.%2023
http://diplomasnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/dropout-report-8-11-09.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
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Crain-Dorough, M. L., (2003): A study of dropout characteristics and school-level effects on 

dropout prevention, Dissertation, USA. http://etd.lsu.edu/docs/available/etd-0710103-

021510/unrestricted/Crain-Dorough_dis.pdf p. 13.  

About the role of the teachers there are many studies from the US, Australia and Quebec. Hattie’s 

research was aiming at identifying the features of excellent teachers as he identified teachers as the 

second most important influence on student’s achievement after the students themselves. 

 

Forrás: Hattie, J. 2003 3. 

 

Beyond excellence the attitude towards students is as well important in the learning process. 

According to a Quebec research the more at-risk are the students the less positive are the attitudes 

towards them. Interestingly, teachers have different attitude towards students who fail from 

different reasons, proved by another USA research. Those who fail due to perceived lack of effort are 

in a better position than those who fail due to perceived lack of ability or other mitigating 

circumstances. Other researchers, as well from Quebec highlighted one important conclusion that 

depressive type students are not so much in the focus of teachers so that they are probably unseen 

by them as they normally cause no “problem” meaning behaviour issues in the classroom.   

Further literature in English: 

Judit Juhasz (2015): Final report on Crocoos – Cross-sectoral cooperation focused solutions for 

the prevention of early school leaving project background research. Tempus Public 

Foundation, Budapest. Ch. III., Attachment  

http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Earl

y%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf 

Fortin, L., Marcotte, D., Potvin, P., Royer, E., & Joly, J. (2005): Typology of Students at Risk of 

Dropping out of School: Description by personal, family and school factors. European Journal 

of Psychology of Educatio. XXI. 4  

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2FBF03173508#page-1  

http://etd.lsu.edu/docs/available/etd-0710103-021510/unrestricted/Crain-Dorough_dis.pdf
http://etd.lsu.edu/docs/available/etd-0710103-021510/unrestricted/Crain-Dorough_dis.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://oktataskepzes.tka.hu/content/documents/CroCooS/Final%20research%20report_Early%20school%20leaving%20policies_Crocoos.pdf
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2FBF03173508#page-1
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Hattie, J. (2003): Teachers make a difference. Paper delivered at the 2003 ACER Conference 

'Building Teacher Quality'.  

http://www.acer.edu.au/documents/RC2003_Hattie_TeachersMakeADifference.pdf  

Potvin, P., Fortin L., Marcotte, D., Royer, É., Doré-Côté, A. (2001): Teachers’ attitude toward 

students at risk of school dropout: a longitudinal study. Presentation, International 

Association of Special Education Seventh Biennial International Conference Making a World 

of Difference Warsaw, Poland. http://www.pierrepotvin.com/6.%20Publications/pologne.pdf 

p. 24.  

Iver, M. A., Mac Iver, D. J. (2009): Beyond the indicators: An integrated school-level approach 

to dropout prevention. Arlington, VA: The Mid-Atlantic Equity Center, The George 

Washington University Center for Equity and Excellence in Education. 

http://diplomasnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/dropout-report-8-11-09.pdf p. 6.  

 

tags: intervention on school level, intervention on EWS team level, intervention on student level, 

distress signals, identifying at risk students,  student centered support, early warning system 

file:///C:/Users/kmihalyi/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/NJZEKADI/http
file:///C:/Users/kmihalyi/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/NJZEKADI/http
http://www.acer.edu.au/documents/RC2003_Hattie_TeachersMakeADifference.pdf
http://www.pierrepotvin.com/6.%20Publications/pologne.pdf
http://diplomasnow.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/dropout-report-8-11-09.pdf
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Prevention. White paper, USA. 

http://adaptiveinc.com/pdf/ATi_Using%20Predictive%20Modeling%20to%20Improve%20High%20Sc

hool%20Dropout%20Prevention.pdf [downloaded 30. June 2015] 

Country Reports by the Institute for Educational Research and Developement, TÁMOP, 2014 

Crain-Dorough, M. L., (2003): A study of dropout characteristics and school-level effects on dropout 

prevention, Dissertation, USA. http://etd.lsu.edu/docs/available/etd-0710103-

021510/unrestricted/Crain-Dorough_dis.pdf [downloaded 30. June 2015] 

Eurofound (2012): NEETs – Young people not in employment, education or training: Characteristics, 
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www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef1254.htm 
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Attachment  

Features lead to school dropout 

 

 

Source: NESSE 2010 26. 
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Sample Intervention Recording Sheet for Grade-Level Teachers 
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Source: Iver, M. A., Mac Iver, D. J. 2009 24.-25. 
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