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This is the fifth video in a series about installing the Early Warning Intervention and Monitoring System process known as EWIMS. The video series was created collaboratively by the Great Lakes Comprehensive Center and the Michigan Department of Education and is based on the work of the National High School Center. There is a video for each of the seven steps in the EWIMS process. This video focuses on Step 4.  All of the videos parallel the EWIMS Implementation Guide.



Seven-Step EWIMS Process
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This video will deepen your understanding of Step 4 of the seven-step EWIMS process: Interpreting Early Warning Data.Here’s a brief review of the previous steps in the process: In Step 1, the team’s roles and responsibilities are established. In Step 2, the team uses its early warning data tool to gather data. In Step 3, the team reviews the data, identifying and exploring patterns and determining additional information or data that are needed. Step 3 identifies which of the indicators (attendance, behavior, and course performance) are involved for students who are flagged as at risk for dropping out. After a student is flagged in Step 3, in Step 4 the team looks for underlying or root causes of the flag. 



• Barriers that prevent a student 
from being successful

• Why is this problem or pattern 
occurring?

• Asking questions and 
examining underlying causes

• Looking beyond the indicators 
to identify needs

EWIMS Step 4: Interpret Early Warning Data
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Step 4 is vital because it is where the team diagnoses the barriers that are preventing a student from being successful. In Step 4, the team asks, “Why?” “Why is this problem or pattern occurring?” In this step, the EWIMS team works to understand what is going on in order to determine how to intervene. By asking questions and examining underlying causes, the team looks beyond the indicators to identify the needs that are present for individual students and groups of students who may be sliding off track for graduation. 



EWIMS Steps 3 and Step 4

Why is it occurring?

What is the problem?
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Although Steps 3 and 4 typically occur together, the EWIMS process divides them into two distinct steps to emphasize the importance of verifying the data (that is, ensuring that the data are  accurate), and then holding a deeper discussion about underlying causes before intervening. Without Step 4, teams could be in danger of putting a metaphorical bandage over a gaping wound—taking actions that don’t address root causes, or worse—that mask or exacerbate the real problem. 



Symptoms

What is the problem? Step 3
What

Who
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In Step 3, early warning data flag students and indicate where there is a problem. However that information alone is not enough to mitigate the problem. The indicators represent the symptoms of a problem—the ”who” and “what” but not the cause of the problem. For example, let’s say a student tells a teacher that he doesn’t feel well and wants to see the school nurse. The nurse asks what’s wrong, and the student explains that he has a stomachache. In this example, the student’s stomach pain is a symptom. This information alone is not enough for the nurse to determine next steps because she doesn’t have enough information to understand why the student has a stomachache.



Underlying/Root Causes

Why is it occurring? Step 4

Where

When

Why
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The nurse must dig deeper, beyond the symptoms, and begin to understand why the problem is occurring. To better comprehend the root causes, the nurse asks questions to understand why the student might be experiencing pain, such as “Where does it hurt?” and “When did the pain begin?” The nurse needs more data to properly diagnose and determine next steps. To do this, she can ask questions such as “When did you last eat?,” “How sharp is the pain?,” “How often do you get stomachaches?,” and “Do you have other symptoms?” These questions go beyond the student’s initial concern to determine the why.



Symptoms Versus Underlying Causes

What is the problem?

Why is it occurring? Step 4
Determine 
underlying causes.

Step 3
Identify symptoms.
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Early warning indicators are symptoms, too—symptoms of disengagement from school.In the seven-step EWIMS process, the team uses data and educator expertise, including knowledge of individual student circumstances, to interpret the indicators. Because root causes for students are not always immediately visible or quantifiable, getting additional perspectives on a student from teachers, school support staff, and the student’s family is advisable. 



Step 4 Summary

• Look beyond the indicators to 
consider underlying factors.

• Identify the student’s strengths. 

• Explore additional quantitative 
and qualitative data sources.

• Determine potential underlying 
root causes.

Why is this occurring?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To interpret the data, the EWIMS team looks beyond the indicators to consider underlying factors, identify students’ strengths, and explore additional data sources. Additional data sources can be observational or qualitative in nature. For example, Functional Behavioral Assessment and Universal Screening data, as used in a Multi-tiered System of Supports, may provide insight. 



Consider Conditions
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Considering the conditions that impact a student can help to inform the path to intervention. Conditions are the risk and protective factors that surround a student—the structures and practices that shape the physical and psychological environment, and that influence a student’s experience inside and outside school. For example, a student with frequent tardies might be working a late shift to supplement his or her family’s income. When the school is aware of what else impacts a student, staff can provide better support.Conditions related to the classroom, the school, the family, and the community can influence student attendance, behavior, and course performance. Considering conditions within the control of the school may mean examining instructional practices and structural factors that create barriers such as attendance procedures, disciplinary policies, grading practices, and access to transportation.



Consider Characteristics

What characteristics may be 
contributing to or influencing an 
underlying root cause? 

Characteristics: factors that belong 
or are connected to a student, such 
as a demographic trait or a 
designation. 
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In Step 4, an important question to ask is, “What characteristics may be contributing to or influencing an underlying root cause?” Characteristics are the factors that belong or are connected to a student, such as a demographic trait or a designation. Examples of student characteristics include race, sexual orientation, gender identity, English language learner status, learning differences, economic status, and physical and mental health. Student characteristics may or may not be permanent. Considering student characteristics can help an EWIMS team to better understand underlying causes, and in some cases, doing so can provide helpful clues. However, characteristics alone are not predictive of student success or graduation. Although a designation such as a special education code or a demographic category may impact a student’s trajectory, it should not automatically be assumed to indicate risk. 



Guiding Questions

• What are the 
student’s/students’ strengths? 

• What patterns do we see?

• Why is this problem occurring?

• What conditions or 
characteristics might have an 
influence on the root cause(s)?

• What other information do we 
need?
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To begin to understand underlying root causes, start by asking questions such as the ones you see here. Asking questions not only begins the conversation on a positive note and highlights areas to leverage but also helps to guide the discussion toward factors that can be impacted rather than factors outside of the school’s control. Next we’ll review specific questions related to attendance, behavior, and course performance.



Sample Probing Questions Related to Attendance

• Is there a certain day of the 
week or time of day when the 
student is frequently absent? 

• Which classes is the student 
missing? 

• Who are the teacher and 
classmates in that class/those 
classes? 

• Has the student’s attendance 
been affected by suspension?
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Teams can also ask specific questions related to each indicator. The attendance questions you see here help to answer the basic guiding questions on the previous screen by identifying patterns, conditions, characteristics, and reasons for a student or group of students being flagged for attendance.   	Additional questions can be found in the EWIMS Implementation Guide.



Sample Probing Questions Related to Behavior

• What behavior(s) contributed to the behavior flag? 

• How is the problem behavior being addressed?

• What is the nature of the student’s relationship with the teacher 
or staff person who is disciplining him or her? 

• When does the student typically have behavioral issues? 

• Does the student have special needs that should be taken into 
consideration?

• Question for adults who know the student well: What are the 
student’s triggers?
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Here you see some questions that explore the behavior indicator. These questions look more closely at when the behaviors occur and whether there are common factors contributing to the behavior, such as a trigger or the involvement of particular adults. Answering some of these questions may require inviting people outside of the EWIMS team to share information and perspectives on the student.



Sample Probing Questions Related to Course Performance

• Which classes did the 
student fail? 

• How many other students are 
failing this course or this 
period?

• In which types of classes is this 
student enrolled (e.g., remedial 
reading, advanced placement)? 

• How has the student done in 
this subject previously?
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When examining course performance data, it can be useful to look for patterns in the student’s performance across all subject areas, as well as patterns of performance for other students in the course or courses the student is failing. Reviewing the student’s past performance can also help to determine patterns or deviations from patterns. 



Implementation Suggestions

1. Invoke shared agreements.
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As with any endeavor, effective implementation is the hardest part. Here are three suggestions to help with implementing EWIMS Step 4.First, invoke shared agreements. At each EWIMS meeting, the facilitator grounds the work in the shared agreements or team norms that were established in Step 1. This helps to maximize meeting time, promote effective teamwork, and prevent distraction and frustration. The effectiveness of an EWIMS team meeting depends, in part, on the educators’ will and skill to collaborate. 



2. Create a real-time “watch list.”

Implementation Suggestions
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The second suggestion is to create a list of students to review—that is, a “watch list.” To develop the watch list, you can look across indicators for students with red flags and/or students who have multiple flags. Your team may want to update the watch list and send it to team members before a meeting. This gives members a chance to prepare their thoughts, which can result in more efficient meetings with more time to discuss a greater number of students. If you are using the Michigan Data Hub early warning data tool, in the teacher view, you can access a special function to build a watch list. 



3. Maximize resources with group interventions. 

Implementation Suggestions
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The third suggestion for implementing EWIMS Step 4 is to consider ways of reaching more than one student at a time through group interventions. Most schools do not have the resources to provide an individual intervention to every student for whom a flag appears in the early warning data.  Not only is this approach a drain on resources, it is ultimately less efficient than serving groups of students and it does not capitalize on the power of peer influence. 



• Review groups of flagged 
students.

• Identify similar underlying causes.

• Develop group interventions.

Group Interventions
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When several students have the same need, the school or district may be able to respond with a group intervention for those students. It is strongly recommended that EWIMS teams review groups of students who have the same flag to identify common causes or needs that may exist. When many students have a similar flag (for example, numerous behavior flags connected to ninth-grade math classes), the EWIMS team may want to step back to examine the conditions of the classroom or the school. The team may find trends by cross-checking students who have attendance flags with, say, those who have course performance flags. It is not only common—but logical—to find that students who have poor attendance also have low course performance. Now what about students with high attendance and low course performance? By asking questions like these, the team can use patterns and trends to develop group interventions for students who face common challenges. The EWIMS team may decide to provide tiered levels of support to different groups of students. 



Maximizing Resources

• What are the most prominent 
needs across grade levels, 
subgroups of students, and our 
school?

• How will we prioritize the 
student needs we have 
identified?

• How are the needs aligned 
with our school goals?

• What additional data or 
resources do we need?
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One cue to look for patterns is if a team finds that the same problems occur repeatedly. To identify longer term patterns, ask questions such as “What are the most prominent needs across grade levels, subgroups of students, and our school?” It may also be useful to ask, “How will we prioritize the student needs we have identified? How are the needs aligned with our school goals?” Asking questions like this may lead to requesting district support for additional data or resources and/or the involvement of community stakeholders. An EWIMS team may find that to address some student needs fully and consistently, it is necessary to create or refine school-wide or district-wide practices or interventions. At this point, it is important to engage local and statewide education professionals.



Step 4 Challenge: Duplication of Effort

• Take stock of existing teams 
in the school.

• Review initiatives that serve a 
purpose similar to EWIMS.

• Where is data currently being 
reviewed? Can EWIMS data be 
integrated?
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Next we’ll explore three challenges that often arise during Step 4 in the EWIMS process and how to address them.The first challenge is duplication of effort. Many schools implement two or more similar initiatives at the same time without thorough consideration of the overlaps. EWIMS efforts often intersect with school-wide initiatives such as PBIS (Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports). School and district leaders can provide support on strategies for integrating EWIMS into existing school and district student support systems.Schools across Michigan are implementing Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS). At the state level, MTSS and EWIMS are aligned and both serve to intervene with students who are slipping off track. 



Step 4 Challenge: Jumping to Conclusions

• Resist the temptation to act before 
fully understanding a problem. 

• Record the potential underlying 
causes to hold the team 
accountable.

• Designate team meeting time to 
consider whether the group is 
jumping to conclusions before 
assigning next steps. 
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The second challenge is jumping to conclusions. It can be tempting to start acting before fully understanding a problem. Indicators alone do not lead to an intervention; it’s important to take the time to understand underlying causes. In the long run, effective interventions deliberately aim to address an underlying cause. EWIMS teams should be careful not to guess or hypothesize about the reasons behind the data because that often leads to wanting to confirm one’s guess. Always remember to ground your conversations in exploring underlying causes. 



Step 4 Challenge: Getting Stuck

• Insufficient information

• Multiple underlying causes

• Issues beyond your team’s sphere 
of influence

• Conditions and characteristics
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The third and final common challenge in Step 4 is getting stuck. If your team becomes hung up discussing a student or group of students, you may simply have insufficient information. Ask  “Can more information be gathered from or about this student or these students?” If so, focus on the questions you’re having trouble answering, and determine what data you need to answer them. Alternatively you may be stuck because of too much information. If you find there are multiple interrelated underlying causes that may be contributing to a student’s (or group of students’) challenges, in this situation, it can be a good idea to explore the relationships between the underlying causes, distinguish “quick wins” and longer term wins, then select a viable entry point for intervention. Some common underlying causes include poverty, institutionalized discrimination, and access to resources. Remember that while the EWIMS process focuses on working to address student needs and help students to be successful in school, the process will not enable you to solve larger social problems. If your team finds that it repeatedly gets stuck on social ills or why a given situation exists, you may have identified an underlying cause that is beyond your sphere of influence. At this point, try stepping back and asking which of the underlying causes the group, as educators, can address and focus your energies there.If you are stuck, but it does not seem to be a matter of too much or too little information, you may want to re-examine the conditions being experienced by a student, which teacher a student has for a particular course, or information about student characteristics such as English language learner status. Identifying conditions and characteristics that are malleable can help an EWIMS team to focus on the changes they can effect. 



Final Thoughts

Discuss and address 

underlying root causes 

before identifying 

interventions.
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Please remember that in Step 4 it is critical to discuss and address underlying root causes before identifying and assigning interventions. When EWIMS teams jump directly from a observing a flag to selecting an intervention without considering underlying causes, they are likely to address a symptom rather than a root cause, and the flag may well persist or reoccur.



Coming Up Next
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The next step in this video series is Step 5, where we explore how to use the knowledge your team gained in Step 4 to choose appropriate interventions for students. Much more on interventions in the next video!Thank you for all you do on behalf of Michigan’s students and families every day!



earlywarningsystems@air.org

10 S. Riverside Plaza, Suite 600
Chicago, IL 60606-5500
General information: (312) 288-7600
www.air.org

Michigan Data Hub Early Warning 
Data Tool:

Support@MIDataHub.org

Michigan Data Hub
1819 E. Milham Road
Portage, MI 49002
(269) 250-9264
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