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Editorial___________________________________________________________________________ 

Preparing for the Unpredictable with a Negative Imagination 

Ken Mitchell, EdD 

Editor 

AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice 

Summer 2024 

On Friday April 5th, I was meeting with a

group of superintendents that included a few 

who were in their first year.  Before the 

meeting began, I asked the neophytes how 

things were going with their upcoming school 

budget and board elections.   

A couple responded, “Things are great;” 

“No problems. It is very quiet.” A seasoned 

superintendent overhearing them, raised an 

eyebrow, smiled, and warned, “Today and in 

this moment. Never relax. There’s always 

something around the corner.” Approximately 

an hour into the meeting, our building began to 

shake. Within seconds the phones of the 30 

superintendents in the room began buzzing.  

The meeting abruptly ended as all 

headed back to their districts. A 4.8 magnitude 

earthquake had just rattled the northeast corner 

of New York State.  

With all their experience and state-of-

the-art equipment, seismologists are still unable 

to predict when an earthquake will occur.  They 

know the causes. They have data on seismic 

gaps and patterns. They monitor shifting of  

tectonic plates in vulnerable regions, but the 

science of prediction, especially in the short-

term, remains immature.  

Unless one is a fortune teller, making 

accurate predictions, whatever the context, is a 

delicate science of balancing data, experience,  

and imagination. With all of these at their 

disposal, even the best experts fail to accurately 

and consistently predict such events as 

pandemics, stock market crashes, or terrorist 

acts.  

Yet, there is an expectation that leaders 

should have known. Crisis is often followed by 

criticism that a system’s leaders failed to 

anticipate the event, no matter the level of 

probability. In response, leaders often react 

with studies and plans to mitigate, even low 

probability events, especially those with high 

impact consequences.  

Most school districts have safety plans 

for a variety of potential and improbable 

events, including earthquakes. Yet given the 

array of possibilities, it is unrealistic to 

presume that leadership can predict when such 
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plans will be needed or even know if the plans 

are still relevant to current conditions.  

However, beyond the low probability 

crisis, successful and adaptive school leaders 

are unceasing in their efforts to predict. For 

some leaders, prediction as craft art and science 

is intentionally built into the organization’s 

ethos. It is not only used to anticipate crisis for 

the whole but crisis for the individuals within 

the system. 

Most of us do not see things as they are; 

we see things as we are on this day, at this 

time, and in this place. However, proactive 

leaders and their teams systematically gather, 

analyze, and apply multiple, varied, and 

informative sources of data to their predictive-

oriented decision-making. These leaders look 

for root causes, patterns, and emerging trends 

that are not always visible. Their decision-

making considers the perspectives of others, 

rather than relying solely on their own limited 

viewpoint.  

Still, there will be surprises. 

To mitigate the unanticipated, leaders 

need to be artful by employing a negative 

imagination, an anticipation of the 

unanticipated worst-case scenario. For many 

this is challenging. T. S. Eliot wrote, 

“Humankind cannot bear very much reality 

(1980, p.118).” 

Yet leaders are responsible for 

recognizing the complex realities and 

inherently human conditions in their 

organizations. Part of this work includes 

anticipating the unpredictable through 

imaginative dialogue—internally and with 

others. 

Such an approach requires a synthesis 

of skills and creativity that come from 

experience, scholarship, and reflection. For 

some the use of the negative imagination may 

not appear to be the most definitive predictive 

approach or is perhaps paradoxical for those 

trying to lead with an optimistic vision. Yet, 

experience tells the leader that there is a tension 

in every moment about what might be. It 

becomes the responsibility of leadership to hold 

such tension with equanimity, especially when 

the ground begins to rumble.  

In the Summer 2024 issue of the AASA 

Journal of Scholarship & Practice, researchers 

examine and share ways to anticipate and 

prevent problems that are below the surface and 

unless addressed have consequences for both 

the individual and the broader society. 

In “Lip Service to Action Planning: Why 

Education Leaders Should Conduct Equity Audits,” 

researchers Farrow, Manning, and Coaxum III, at 

Rowan University in Glassboro, New Jersey, 

describe how equity audit experiences can be 

offered by education leadership programs to 

effectively support their students in these 

politically tense times: “The equity audit 

experience serves as a modality of action 

research where students research, develop, and 

enact cycles of measurable action plans to 

address school problems.”  

In “Montana—Under the Hood: 

Montana Early Warning System,” Dr. Robin 

Clausen, the Research Liaison for the Montana 

Office of Public Instruction, shares a case study of 

Montana’s efforts via an early Warning System 

(EWS) to predict and mitigate student dropouts. 

Clausen describes the program, how it has been 

effective, and why it has been less so in some places. 

For example, he shows how early adopting schools 

that engaged in system wide and prolonged reforms 

had greater success.  

The researchers contend that by 

teaching their aspiring leaders to apply action 
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research to equity problems that have 

meaningful consequences, they will be better 

prepared to contend with not just the process of 

gathering such data but dealing with the 

meaning in the current political context.  

Finally, our frequent contributor and 

book reviewer, Art Stellar, provides a concise 

review of Rajiv Shah’s recent book, Big Bets: 

How Large-Scale Change Really Happens. 

President of the Rockefeller Foundation, Shah 

proposes a shift from tackling micro-level  

improvements to initiating large-scale  

innovation that he suggests will have more 

transformational and enduring benefits. His 

work with the U.S. Agency for International 

Development has included the construction of 

electrical grids for over a billion Africans, a 

testing and vaccination program, and even a 

response to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti.  

This issue’s researchers’ ideas reflect a 

proactive and predictive approach that imagines 

the worst while finding the potential remedies 

to benefit one and all. We hope you take 

something from their work. 

References 
Eliot, T.S. (1980). “Four quartets: Burnt Norton” in The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909–1950 (New 

York: Harcourt Brace, 1980), 118. 
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Lip Service to Action Planning: Why Education Leaders Should 

Conduct Equity Audits 

Michael J. Farrow, EdD  

Adjunct Professor 

Education Services and Leadership Development 

Rowan University 

Glassboro, NJ 

JoAnn Manning, Ed.D  

Assistant Professor 

Education Services and Leadership Development 

Rowan University 

Glassboro, NJ 

James Coaxum III, PhD  

Associate Professor 

Education Services and Leadership Department 
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Abstract 

The global pandemic has impacted all areas of education, and in its aftermath, a renewed commitment 

to issues of equity and justice has emerged. However, our divisive times have seen an increase in 

political rhetoric that challenges school leaders to defend culturally relevant practices that engage 

diverse learners. Leadership preparation programs remain pivotal in helping school leaders and school 

districts employ transformative leadership approaches and the need to explore new paradigmatic 

approaches to closing equity gaps has heightened. This paper examines how equity audit experiences 

can be offered by education leadership programs to effectively support their students in these 

politically tense times. 
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equity, education leadership, education practice, social justice, diversity & inclusion 
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The aftermath of the global pandemic has 

fostered a renewed commitment to issues of 

equity and justice that impact all areas of 

education.  While recent political rhetoric 

challenges school leaders to defend culturally 

relevant practices that engage diverse learners, 

the need to explore new paradigmatic 

approaches to closing equity gaps has 

heightened.   

 

The closure of schools, the pivot to 

virtual learning, the learning loss of students, 

and an absence of social emotional learning 

strategies have all contributed to the 

exacerbation of inequities among minoritized 

student populations (Miller & Liu, 2021; Perry 

et al., 2021; Authors, 2022).  This has 

prompted school leaders committed to inclusive 

learning spaces to incorporate transformative 

leadership strategies to ameliorate the various 

gaps that continue to plague public education 

(Furman, 2015; Shields, 2010).  

 

Leadership preparation programs since 

the start of the pandemic have been pivotal in 

helping school leaders and school districts 

employ transformative leadership approaches 

to address the various equity challenges 

confronting diverse learners as well as the 

staff.   

 

As a matter of fact, the Carnegie Project 

on Doctoral Education (CPED) reminds 

leadership preparation programs to incorporate 

critical theoretical perspectives and 

approaches that foster equity-minded schools 

and district leaders (Storey et al., 2014).   

  

One such critical approach includes the 

implementation of equity audits.  This paper 

examines how equity audit experiences can be 

offered by education leadership programs to 

effectively support their students in these 

politically tense times. 

 

Commitments to “Equity Talk” 

Divorced from Action 
Higher institutions today have embraced the 

values associated with equity and have formed 

a culture where “equity talk” is promoted. 

Evidence of this claim is readily accessible for 

anyone who previews the many University 

mission statements and marketing claims put 

forward by academia (Goodwin & Proctor, 

2019). Freebody and Goodwin (2019) argue 

that failures to respect or recognize differences 

based on gender, ethnicity, race, sexuality, and 

religion have been met with demands for 

reshaping the rules, institutions, and practices 

that exclude, marginalize, or devalue particular 

identities, often involving deep cultural and 

symbolic changes.  

 

Equity talk has become part and parcel 

of the policy vocabulary of university 

stakeholders who engage in the decision-

making and positioning of higher education 

institutions (Goodwin & Proctor, 2019; Singh, 

2010; Wilson-Strydom, 2015).   

 

 The recent rise of equity talk in 

universities is related to shifts in the cultures of 

universities and in wider society. For university 

administrators, equity talk seems to flow from 

the identity problems that arise from competing 

pressures to coherently define social purposes 

while achieving economic goals (Kenny, 2009; 

McArthur 2011).  

 

For university instructors and 

researchers, equity talk may be perceived as 

expressing and renewing political orientations 

and aspirational virtues (Santiago et al., 2023; 

Wilson & Hendrix, 2022; Winter & 

O’Donohue, 2012).  With the institutional 

culture embracing equity talk, espousing social 

justice values, and considering the rising 

political attention disparaging equity efforts 

(López et al., 2021), it may be opportune for  
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students to offer lip service to abstract equity 

morals without committing to equity action 

(Santiago et al., 2023; Wilson & Hendrix, 

2022).  Contemporary students may be more 

prone to have a negative reaction to equity talk 

or view social justice as the opportune lingo to 

learn in order to advance their careers.  

 

University professionals who have 

traditionally been panned as being disconnected 

from practice (i.e. ivory towers) would be 

served by recognizing the shift in contemporary 

students, take notice of newer perceptions of 

equity talk, and seek strategies to better support 

social justice education leaders for tomorrow. 

 

 Our professional experience leads us to 

believe that critical theories without a strong 

emphasis on practical school improvement may 

hinder the student’s development into an 

equity-minded leader by perceiving equity 

efforts as merely political language, or even 

more counter-productive, the student may 

perceive equity language as political 

proselytizing divorced from “real school” 

experiences.  

 

Education leadership students can 

privately struggle with their commitment to 

equity while publicly espousing social justice 

values and talk with many students viewing 

equity as aspirational while internalizing the 

belief that the problems associated with equity 

are outside of their influence (Skrla, et al., 

2009). Therefore, education leadership students 

need an academic experience that connects 

equity-talk to the work of bettering schools for 

their students.  

 

Recently, Goodwin & Proctor (2019) 

suggested a focus on the “local, immediate, 

practical and personal” as a means of moving 

beyond social justice being a mere mantra in 

higher education and advancing socio-

economic reform efforts (p.15). Students can 

receive valuable preparation to lead schools by 

moving beyond the mere recognition of equity 

deficiencies towards carving pathways to 

advance equity goals. 

 

 Considering the recent efforts to 

politicize strategies that address equity 

disparities within schools, we propose an even 

greater emphasis on using critical theories to 

form action plans that clearly connect theory to 

practice while avoiding politically charged 

language.  

 

Education leadership students can be 

made aware, and even experience, critical 

theories in practice improving schools while 

avoiding the misperception that equity talk 

within professional settings are an expression 

of political ideology or personal expression of 

aspirational virtues. We recommend facilitating 

an equity audit experience as part of education 

leadership curriculum to support students in an 

authentic engagement with social justice 

leadership and to effectively respond to the 

increasing suspicion of social causes of 

education communities.  

 

An education equity audit within 

students’ professional communities is a 

powerful means of facilitating a practical 

experience of critical theories in action is for 

students to conduct. One aim of leadership 

programs should be for students 

to experience how attention to equity improves 

student outcomes.   

 

The current political climate provokes a 

response from education institutions to take 

measures to avoid students misperceiving 

social justice curriculum as a political agenda 

forced upon them. Being aware of this 

contemporary phenomenon of students 

suspecting higher education of forcing political 

ideology can better serve education leadership 

programs in supporting equity-minded leaders 

capable of leading schools. 
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Equity Audits: Practical Leadership 

Tools 
Equity audits guide schools working toward 

social justice and excellence and is rooted on 

an impressive history of broader audits focused 

on civil rights and state accountability policy 

systems (Skrla et al. 2009) Equity audits have a 

deep and significant history in civil rights 

enforcement in the United States and other 

nations (i.e., Scotland, Great Britain, and 

Australia) and in a variety of arenas, including, 

but not limited to, education (Skrla et al. 2009). 

Corporations and governmental entities 

commonly conduct employment equity audits, 

health equity audits, pay equity audits, gender 

equity audits, and technology equity audits, 

among others (McKenzie & Skrla, 2016; Skrla 

et al. 2009).  

 

Particularly, within the U.S. educational 

arena, equity audits have most commonly been 

conducted at the district level (either 

voluntarily or under pressure by civic activists 

or ordered by the U.S. Department of 

Education Office of Civil Rights) as a way of 

determining the degree of compliance with a 

number of civil rights statutes that prohibit 

discrimination in educational programs and 

activities receiving federal funding (McKenzie 

& Skrla, 2016; Skrla et al. 2009).  

   

We propose a different, more focused, 

more localized descendent of equity audits. 

What is needed, in our view, is a way for 

school leaders and stakeholders to obtain clear, 

understandable data illuminating the levels of 

equity and inequity within theirs schools and 

districts, which can subsequently be used to 

form action plans.  

 

With ever increasing amounts of data 

being generated by state accountability 

systems, a major need emerges for tools that 

easily reduce the complexity of the data 

without stripping its utility (Jimerson, 2014). 

Equity audits can be tailored for school 

communities and empower action towards 

equity and excellence at the school and district 

level (McKenzie & Skrla, 2016; Skrla et al., 

2009). 

 

 Social justice literature has highlighted 

the trend of education practitioners avoiding 

the topic of equity (Authors, 2021; Lensmire, 

2012).   

 

Research has highlighted educators 

viewing struggling children of color and/or 

from low-income homes as a empathetic 

consequence of factors external to schooling; 

often blaming children’s parents, their home 

lives, their communities, and even their 

genetics (McKenzie & Skrla 2016; Skrla, et al, 

2009), with the result of educators deflecting 

responsibility for the inequitable achievement 

gaps within their schools.  

 

Therefore, for teachers and 

administrators to have a more productive 

orientation, one that is not deficit-based or 

focused on issues external to schools, education 

leadership programs can support their students 

in recognizing that there are substantial and 

persistent patterns, assumptions, beliefs, 

practices, procedures, and policies at the school 

level that perpetuate inequity.  

 

 As we considered ways to improve our 

leadership program and to help connect leaders 

to issues of equity and access in diverse 

educational settings, we incorporated an 

education equity audit experience into our 

curriculum.  

 

The students conduct their own equity 

audits within their professional communities 

with a manageable set of key indicators that 

together form a straightforward audit of equity 

developed by Skrla and colleagues (2009). This 

approach examines three key equity issues: 

teacher quality, programmatic equity, and 

achievement equity. The equity audit involves 
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five phases, including: (1) bringing together 

stakeholders; (2) collecting data and presenting 

it to the group; (3) openly discussing the data 

and the equity gaps that were revealed; (4) 

developing action plans; and (5) implementing 

action plans and monitoring results.  

 

 The equity audit experience serves as a 

modality of action research where students 

research, develop, and enact cycles of 

measurable action plans to address school 

problems. Action research has long been a 

cornerstone of EDD programs that empower 

practitioners with data driven approaches to 

measure school improvements (Alpert et al., 

2023) and serves as a fitting modification to 

leadership programs.   

 

By connecting equity problems to 

action research, we have found that this 

experience renders meaningful ramifications to 

our students and has supported their leadership  

development.  We agree with Skrla et. al, 

(2009) when they note “the power of… equity 

audits are in the process itself—the process of 

making the choices about how to proceed, of 

gathering the data, of discussing the 

presentation of results, of grappling with the 

meaning of what is revealed by the audit and of 

planning (p. 25).  

 

 Many superintendents and school 

leaders who are equity minded are currently 

experiencing resistance from staff and 

stakeholders for a variety of reasons.  One of 

these reasons is the increased suspicion of 

equity talk as a result of the polarities 

experienced within American communities and 

by perceived institutional virtue signaling 

disconnected with schooling (Lopez et al., 

2021).  

 

We encourage school leaders to be 

aware of these challenges and to remain 

committed to exploring pathways towards 

garnering support.  Incorporating the strategy 

of presenting equity initiatives as concrete, 

localized action plans to improve students’ 

educational experience may help in diffusing 

the growing suspicion of equity talk.  

 

Conducting equity audits remains a 

focused means of collecting data to illuminate 

equity problems within schools and informing 

communities about the urgency to respond for 

the betterment of students.  Redirecting 

politicized conversations back to improving 

student excellence is a simple, yet crucial 

strategy, in advancing equity causes within 

today’s schools. 

 

Conclusion 
Advancing social justice now faces new 

challenges in our times. The topic of social 

justice has been politicized and equity talk can 

be viewed with suspicion or as abstract virtue 

signaling divorced from schooling.   

 

Those who support and train education 

leadership students are in danger of 

disconnecting from their students who enter 

into leadership programs influenced by the 

onslaughts of attacks on equity-minded leaders.   

 

However, emphasizing student 

outcomes and underscoring improving schools 

for tomorrow can create pathways to better 

connecting with students in our politically 

charged times. Education leadership students 

can be supported to overcome challenges, move 

beyond the political discussion and individual 

identity constructions, and focus their 

leadership on improving schools by developing 

concrete action plans through education equity 

audits.  

 

 With the proper support of EDD 

programs, we assert that education equity 

audits can improve student outcomes within 

schools while promoting systemic equity. 

Systemic equity is required to close 

achievement gaps and to improve school 
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performance. According to Scott (2001), 

systemic equity transforms ways in which 

systems and individuals habitually operate to 

ensure that every learner, in whatever learning 

environment, has the greatest opportunity to 

learn while being enhanced by the resources 

and supports necessary to achieve competence, 

excellence, independence, responsibility, and 

self-sufficiency for school and for life.  To 

accomplish this systemic equity, leadership 

preparation programs, in our view, must 

develop programs that expose leaders to 

practical tools, like education equity audits. 

Programs walking students through the 

education equity audit process build equity-

minded leaders focused on building better 

school communities while overcoming the 

challenges of these politically charged times. 
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Abstract 
 

Policy research established that it is possible to predict a student will drop out of school based on 

academic, attendance, behavior indicators. Little is known about the processes that put Early Warning 

Systems (EWS) in place. This case study of the Montana EWS describes the characteristics of a 

statewide implementation, the efficiency of the EWS to predict graduation, and effectiveness of the 

tool among adopters. By painting a picture of high adopters, low adopters, and non-adopters, we can 

distinguish the demand for the use of the tool, how users respond to the Montana EWS, how the tool is 

used to intervene with students, and what are the outcomes for the schools that use the tool. Students in 

high adoption schools who received an EWS score are more likely to graduate in comparison to 

students in low adoption schools. 
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Introduction 
The spread of Early Warning Systems (EWS), 

diagnostic tools used in dropout prevention, 

reached their tipping point in 2012 following 

policies tied to dropout prevention, a focus on 

graduation in federal legislation and SEA 

accountability systems, and a plethora of 

research articles that normed various risk 

factors using common metrics and supports 

(Bruce, M, Horning Fox, J., & Balfanz, R., 

2011; Heppen, J. & Therriault, S.B., 2008; 

Jerald, 2006). In 2012, Montana focused its 

attention on developing an early warning 

system to address issues in drop out and 

graduation.  

 

Over the next decade, Montana 

progressively rolled out its early warning 

system, from a three-year pilot stage. It gained 

an important online presence. Montana also 

began to focus on the scale of the program and 

adoption based on an opt in model. This factor 

is important as some districts committed to the 

processes once they found the value of the 

innovation and corresponding vision (high 

adoption). However, many districts 

investigated the EWS and eventually decided 

against participation (low adoption). There was 

no system wide mandate. 

 

This case study provides evidence for 

EWS processes as elaborated in the Montana 

EWS. The study asks the following research 

question: what does the implementation of the 

Montana EWS tell us about the processes 

involved in framing any EWS? In this article, 

we look under the hood of the Montana EWS 

model by noting successes and challenges of 

the model. In the case of early warning 

systems, research is underdeveloped about 

processes and outcomes. (Faria, A. M., 

Sorensen, N., Heppen, J., Bowdon, J., Taylor, 

Eisner, R., & Foster, S., 2017; Marken, A., 

Scala, J, Husby-Slater, M. & Davis, G., 2020).  

 

 

 

 

Through investigating the success and 

challenges of the Montana EWS model, this 

case study provides a reference for other local 

and state implementations that use an opt in 

model to encourage adoption of the early 

warning system tool. 

 

The spread of the Montana early 

warning system became focused on schools of 

various sizes, with different student 

information systems, and that have different 

scope to their dropout prevention processes. 

There was variation in their implementation 

strategies and to different degrees schools 

focused on what longitudinal data could reveal 

about student progress.  

 

Prior to this research Montana had 

sparse and unclear evidence to the degree of 

implementation and the patterns of data use 

among schools that used Montana EWS 

diagnostic tools. We knew little about the 

processes involved in creating and maintaining 

an EWS. By extension, we also knew little 

about school level interventions. The efficiency 

of the tool (defined as its ability to predict 

dropout and graduation) and the effectiveness 

of the school level interventions as seen in 

change in graduation rates is also relevant to 

our study of the Montana EWS. 

 

The diagnostic tool creates profiles for school 

and students. The Montana Office of Public 

Instruction (OPI) provides professional 

development about the use of the data and 

provides insights into what triggering events 

will start, revise, and end an intervention. The 

principal element of the diagnostic tool is the 

interface that users see with the results of the 

logistic regression analyses.  

 

The Montana EWS reports include: 
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• School level report 

Summarizes data and creates 

visualizations for school level dropout 

risk, and specific trends including 

grades, attendance, behavior, and 

mobility. 

 

• Student summary report 

All student EWS data for the school, 

including risk rankings, percentage risk, 

change in risk, and odds ratios for 

specific risk factors. 

 

• Student detail report 

Provides data and visualizations for a 

single student within that school, 

including their current dropout risk, 

change in risk over time, information on 

missing data, and predominant risk 

factors where interventions may be 

warranted. 

 

The EWS team at the Montana 

Statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) 

consists of a Database Administrator, a Data 

Coach, and a Research Analyst. This team 

coordinated the efforts of the OPI to maintain 

the EWS and related professional development 

activities.  

 

The author works closely with the 

SLDS but has little involvement with Montana 

EWS program. In addition, researchers at 

Montana State University participated in this 

evaluation of the Montana EWS helping OPI 

complete a National Center for Education 

Research grant that promotes the effective use 

of statewide longitudinal data system data in 

many states.  

 

The goal of this research is to 

investigate the processes used to implement the 

tool and target interventions, efficiency of the 

tool to predict graduation, and an analysis of 

graduation to gauge the impact of districts 

efforts after implementing the program.  

Discussions about non completers of  

K-12 education revolve around individual or 

systemic failure. The reality of the matter is 

that dropping out can result from both 

conditions, of which some factors are more 

under the control of educators than others.  

 

The incidence of dropout is seen as 

having a series of individual and societal 

outcomes that raise the importance of the issue. 

Median earnings of families headed by a high 

school non-completers declined by a third 

between 1974 and 2004 (Jerald, 2006). This 

aggregates to have an impact on the larger 

economy. In 2009 it was estimated that there 

was a 2 - 4% decrease in Gross Domestic 

Product due to the individual and societal costs 

of dropout (Bruce et al., 2011).  

 

An EWS is designed to identify a 

problem, for example defining which areas a 

student may be at-risk. EWS provides data for 

early identification of a problem. EWS also 

provides data to support an intervention across 

its life cycle. For a student this may manifest in 

different ways.  

The Montana EWS identifies four areas 

in which a student is struggling (academics, 

attendance, behavior, and mobility). By 

identifying early, schools can target an 

intervention by clearly defining its scope and 

intensity. Also, schools can allocate resources 

and support to those students most in need or to 

those in which an intervention would have the 

greatest impact.  

Progress monitoring demonstrates the 

depth of an intervention. By using longitudinal 

data about a student, schools can establish 

thresholds for continuing, revising, or 

discontinuing an intervention. 

Montana’s model is built on extensive 

research about EWS indicators across the 

country. The spread of statewide early warning 

systems over the past decade was promoted by 
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the Institute for Education Sciences. One of the 

main benefits to such systems is that it saves 

time.  

 

Principals and counselors are freed to 

spend more time with the students, more time 

monitoring interventions (using EWS tools to 

monitor interventions) and more time focusing 

on root causes and potential outcomes of each 

student’s circumstances. With an EWS there 

are less administrative costs. Working without 

an EWS takes time. Often this involves 

juggling multiple data systems when accessing 

attendance, coursework information, and 

behavioral data.  

 

The Montana EWS provides data to 

participating districts using data originated 

from a centralized data warehouse that is 

customized, out of the box data, that districts 

do not have to centrally manage. Moreover, the 

Montana EWS is not tied to a vendor and is 

free of cost. Using an EWS represents a culture 

shift towards data driven success and 

improvement. According to one 

superintendent’s advice for people using the 

system, data system managers should make it 

manageable, make it meaningful, make it 

matter (Bruce et al., 2011). 

 

Most Early Warning Systems 

incorporate multi-level logistic regression 

(Koon & Petscher, 2015). Coherence is gained 

by focusing on a small number of objective, 

evidence-based risk factors.  

Transparency is furthered by using this 

small set of risk factors in a manner that is 

understandable for end users—the school teams 

which identify thresholds for interpreting the 

data, the requirements of a decision to 

intervene with a student, and along the course 

of the intervention lifecycle, the data needed to 

make the intervention successful. Logistic 

regression uses multiple predictors is a 

hierarchical manner that each shed light on a 

binary outcome variable. In doing so, the model 

produces a log of odds for the likelihood of 

achieving one of the two categories selected for 

an outcome.  

In Montana, the model produces two 

sets of indicators. First, calculations are made 

for each risk factor providing odds ratios 

(attendance, behavior, academics, and 

mobility). Second, regressions identify an 

overall dropout probability for each student 

(the likelihood a student will drop out).  

EWS programs can succeed when there 

is a clear tie between the data and the 

intervention. There are many ways to make 

intervention the core of local implementation 

models. Leadership and vision are local factors 

that can be enabled by SEA policies.   

 

The hallmark of a successful EWS is 

that there is an identified need and clear 

leadership. Moreover, when leadership is 

directed and transparent, there is a focus on the 

direct results of the data use, the tying of data 

to intervention. This involves dissemination of 

the EWS predictive analytic data to all 

stakeholders.   

 

Local validation of data is important 

since this is the context in which decisions 

about interventions are made. In many cases 

the focus of local validation is establishing 

thresholds for student support based on the 

data. Using this metric, local teams can identify 

when to intervene and to what intensity. They 

can also create markers, for example, in the 

attendance risk factor to signal when to refine 

or discontinue an intervention.  

 

O’Cummings & Therriault (2015) note 

that effective schools have learned to triage  

students and define student needs based on an 

EWS. In doing so, frontline educators validate 

the data of the tool and choose which data to 

act upon.  The long-term vision is to establish 
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rigorous progress monitoring using EWS tools 

for all students with interventions tied to the 

appropriate tier (Marken et al., 2020; 

O’Cummings & Therriault, 2015).  

 

In many EWS, local analysis, context, 

and priorities determined the thresholds to 

which students would be given interventions. 

This means that academic, attendance, and 

behavioral support were given to students at 

different rates over time given the demands of 

the intervention, priorities, and local capacity 

of the system (Bruce et al., 2011). A student 

may not exhibit risk in all areas.  

The locally defined threshold can 

identify the specific factors to target, for 

example, with students challenged by 

attendance, by creating a system of meaningful 

attendance incentives and mentoring to 

recognize student growth. This can be 

reinforced through selected Tier 2 academic 

supports which reinforce the student in the 

classroom through small group supports and 

foster a sense of belonging and ownership. This 

can ensure the tie of attendance to classroom 

behaviors with a target on academic success 

and a return of the student to universal support. 

Data and methods 

We collected data regarding the degree of 

implementation of the Montana EWS model 

using data from the Montana SLDS data 

warehouse, interviews, and surveys. Analysis 

of the SLDS data is focused on contextual, 

institutional, and student outcome variables 

found in the Montana SLDS and outline the 

‘demand’ for the program.   

The principal student outcome analyzed 

was graduation. The focus was on identifying 

the profiles of school level demand for the 

program by level of adoption. Data were 

analyzed in three ways. Continuous variables 

were analyzed with a General Linear Model. 

Graduation rate was the dependent variable,  

and the fixed factor was groups of schools 

defined by level of adoption.  For categorical 

variables such as locale (a rural, town, city 

classification), a crosstabs feature was used 

(Pearson Chi Square) to gauge significance.  

Uploaded data were tracked. Schools are 

required to upload data to contribute to EWS 

results.  

We explored the hypothesis that the 

presence of instructional and non-instructional 

staff would impact how a school accesses EWS 

results (linear regression). Through descriptive 

measures we frame the efficiency of the model 

aligning EWS predictions with eventual 

graduation status for all students that received 

an EWS probability between 2012 and 2020.  

We also provide findings of a difference 

in differences analysis gauging the propensity 

in EWS schools of the EWS cohort to graduate 

versus all other students in the school (many 

schools only uploaded for a few students). This 

kind of analysis also distinguishes between 

high adoption EWS schools with low adoption 

EWS schools by comparing changes in 

graduation over time. 

Fifteen districts were purposely chosen 

from among the 18 districts that expressed 

interest in the interview process (36 total 

participants). Purposeful sampling was used to 

gather data from a range of different districts 

with different upload counts, situations of 

economic disadvantage, indigeneity, and 

rurality.  

The responses were open coded 

(inductive) that allowed certain patterns to 

emerge. Open coding focuses on the process of 

interrogating the data by asking questions 

relevant to emerging themes, verifying these 

themes across interviews, and organizing the 

emerging analytical framework based on the 

findings. This coding schema was confirmed 

with data on existing research literature, SLDS 

data, and the results of the survey (deductive).  
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The survey was sent to all schools who 

have participated in, or registered with, the 

Montana EWS system (154 contacts). 

Typically, this included the district 

superintendent, the school leader, and the 

school counselor.  

The survey addresses the intensity of 

EWS implementations including providing data 

on the scope of interventions. It seeks data 

about interest in the EWS and how schools 

transition from data to intervention. The 

comparisons (Pearson Chi Square) allow us to 

focus on trends apparent between two 

categorical variables.  

For example, we focused on whether 

the school was a pilot school (six or more years 

of implementation) when analyzing different 

data elements such as the frequency of 

intervention.  This meant when we analyzed the 

frequency of intervention questions, we 

compared schools based on length in the 

program. The survey (22.73% response rate) 

was used to confirm the analysis of SLDS data 

and interview data. 

Results 

Users that reported a robust data culture in the 

school indicated that the Montana EWS worked 

well, and the process developed as intended. 

This sign indicates that there was a level of 

commitment once the value of the innovation 

was established. There became a clear tie of the 

data to intervention to outcome. The system as 

intended relies on this predictive analytic tool, 

its processes (the framework of the Montana 

EWS, data sharing, functionality of the web 

portal, and OPI support) and impact on 

graduation.  

As revealed in the interviews there are a 

variety of mediating and moderating factors 

that determined the types of implementations 

and the variation in implementation within each 

type of school.  

The primary factor seen in the data was 

the presence of a Multi-Tiered System of 

Support (MTSS) team or a team of educators 

working toward dropout prevention. Value, 

vision, dissemination, and the formation of a 

data culture are important factors. Survey data 

indicate the degree of spread of the data culture 

highlights the importance of informal and 

formal dissemination of the data working in 

tandem within intervention teams and faculty 

engaged in the actual work of the intervention, 

primarily mentoring.  

The role of the Montana SLDS is 

important. Targeted professional development 

that focuses on medium and high adoption 

schools encouraged the depth of this spread.  

One defining characteristic of this 

spread would be for teachers’ use of the data 

that generates both formal and informal 

conversations. This level of faculty engagement 

relied on the vision of the school leader to 

implement dropout prevention strategies, the 

value found by all stakeholders in the EWS 

tool, and the reliability of the Montana EWS 

tool as shown by its ability to predict 

graduation. 

Under the Hood 
When data are uploaded by districts to the 

EWS, it indicates that the school is opting into 

the primary business requirement of the 

model—to provide local, real time, data about 

their students.  

 

This local data supplements the 

Montana SLDS data that is used. One 

difference between the two is that SLDS data is 

both real time and periodic, based in data 

collections throughout the year. Local data is 

real time. Users typically follow a template; 

however, some Infinite Campus districts can 

load an Infinite Campus extract based on this 

template. In practice, there is a federated 
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approach to supplying the local data to the 

Montana EWS. 

 

The Montana EWS uses eleven logistic 

regression models that contain different 

combinations of variables depending on the 

significance they hold for each grade. The 

variables are selected out of 300 potential 

predictors used during the model refinement 

process with schools over the past decade.  

 

Each model goes through a model 

refinement process each year where new 

additions are considered, and variables are 

removed that may no longer be significant to 

the calculation. This model refinement occurs 

in a separate process conducted in the R 

software environment which occurs with the 

data from the previous year.  

 

Written into the stored procedure (SQL) 

is the coefficient for each model by grade and 

years in high school. The intercept is calculated 

based on the grade level coefficient multiplied 

by the median of the student’s core data 

elements.  The model building process involves 

fully saturated models that typically include the 

eighteen variables that have been determined to 

be the best predictors for dropout over time 

with one to two interactions between those 

variables.  

 

Additional calculations are performed 

for each risk factor. Each factor is presented 

following the same protocol of subtracting 1.00 

from the risk factors and multiplying it by 

100.00 to calculate the odds ratios. The training 

process for the model generates fixed factors 

and dropout predictors. In the staging process, 

records are identified that focus on thresholds 

for at risk and extreme at risk according to the 

drop out probability. This is also completed for 

each risk factor, with, for example, grades at 

risk being assigned.   

 

Model refinement occurs once a year. 

These core data elements are attendance rates, 

previous term F grades, previous term A 

grades, behavioral events in the last 120 days, 

suspensions over the last three years, repeater, 

credits per year, an on-track indicator assigned 

by the district, and absences in the last 60 and 

90 day.  

 

Models are refined by dropping 

variables that have the highest p-values one at a 

time. The Nagelkerke r2 along with the C-

statistic are calculated for the models with each 

change and compared to previous results to 

ensure the refined models have a higher 

likelihood of being accurate. The final models 

are then run using the training dataset and 

predicted results are compared against the 

actual results to determine the accuracy of each 

model. 

 

Separate stored procedures are used for 

each of the three reports in the Montana EWS 

and in the calculation of state averages. The 

data from the EWS results table are used in 

each report and in the online interface available 

on GEMS for district users. For example, the 

student summary reports integrate data used to 

calculate the risk factors and dropout 

probability of each student. Data on the specific 

odds ratios during the last upload is also laid 

out by risk factor and dropout probability.  

 

Data sharing 

The system needs local data to work. Grades 

and discipline data, for example, are not 

directly collected at the OPI. When it came to 

administrative tasks involving the use of the 

Montana EWS, the survey data reveals that 

most people that uploaded were not leadership 

or counselors. Often this involved an 

attendance secretary, technology professional, 

or the school librarian. This signals that the 

person uploading may not have experience with 
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the benefits of the EWS or see the position of 

the data in their school community. This may 

have impacted buy-in for the process and 

evaluation. Many users with hands on 

experience did not have access to the SLDS 

web portal. Conversely, many people who had 

access to the SLDS web portal were not 

involved with policy or school level 

interventions. 

 

Schools interviewed suggested they 

typically upload at least quarterly. This 

variation is noted in the data. Evidence 

indicates that schools that first started 

participating after 2015 upload less frequently 

than those that started earlier. Survey 

respondents reported that data was uploaded on 

average for fewer students in the school than 

the school population.  

 

Most frequently, users uploaded data 

for 100 to 500 students. This is in line with the 

finding that EWS schools are most frequently 

under 500 students (in communities which are 

mid-size relative to Montana) or in many 

schools only a portion of their student 

population was added to the Montana EWS. 

Comments from schools that shared data were 

minimal (4) and focused on the ease of the 

system to upload data.  

 

One counselor remarked that it was not 

difficult at all, and she just needed to review a 

tutorial. A principal placed this in context: “I 

think it’s really user friendly. I understand the 

issue with OPI and all the different student 

information systems in the state. Whether it’s 

Power School or Infinite Campus. It’s hard to 

get one size that fits all.”  

 

Staffing did not appear to be related to 

the number of times data was uploaded. To 

explore the hypothesis that the presence of 

faculty and certain non-instructional staff is 

related to the incidence in which a school has 

shared data with the EWS, we used five 

different regression models to see how much, 

for example, is the incidence of upload 

explained by the pupil teacher ratio. We found 

that pupil teachers ratios have a moderate 

association with upload frequency (r2 = 0.230).  

 

The higher the per pupil ratio the more 

likely a school would upload more frequently. 

This is contrary to what we expected in that 

lower pupil teacher ratios would indicate that 

the teacher had more time to focus on 

individual students when compared with 

schools with similar characteristics.  

 

We also looked at counselor ratios, 

psychologist ratios, social worker ratios, and 

librarian ratios and found that they explained 

little of the variation in average uploads per 

year. High adoption models, according to our 

respondents, originated from the school leader 

and are dependent on how vision and value of 

the innovation were communicated to faculty 

and support staff. 

 

OPI support was seen as a catalyst 

among high adoption schools. Relationship 

building was a common theme across the 

interview and survey datasets.  

 

One principal remarked how he was 

involved in the design process of the OPI Early 

Warning System in 2012. As a result, he 

presented with SLDS analysts on the benefits 

of using the OPI system and highlighted the 

EWS inspired mentoring programs in his 

school. He also frequently talked about the 

Montana EWS with groups in local 

associations (School Administrators of 

Montana).  

 

His takeaway from this experience is 

that success depends on the quality of 

relationships established with students, 

teachers, school leadership, and the OPI. Some 

respondents praised the work of SLDS staff in 

designing and supporting the district’s EWS 
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program. Two respondents remarked that no 

matter what the issue, they feel that their voice 

was heard.  This support included the revisions 

of the tool during the pilot phase, extensive 

outreach at conferences about the tool, and one 

on one support from SLDS staff about 

integration of the diagnostic tool in their 

schools.  

 

Three users wish the SLDS would 

provide additional support including more 

presentations at conferences or to groups such 

as the Montana Federation of Public 

Employees.  

 

Perspectives on the online platform 

Opinions on the design of the EWS focus on 

the similarity to MAPS reporting, which was 

seen as a benefit since teachers were familiar 

with the format. Users commented on the 

summary report and the detailed report.  

 

One principal distinguishes between the 

summary report (where he ‘lives and dies’ with 

data distributed to the faculty) and the 

individualized detailed report (which is good 

for a focused meeting about an individual 

student, for example, with parent meetings). 

Users commented on the overall transformation 

with SLDS modernization. Users were pleased 

with the ease of access to data elements on the 

SLDS and commented about the 

professionalism of the Power Bi dashboards.  

 

Criticisms of the online tool show areas 

for improvement of the Montana EWS. This 

view under the hood also illuminates general 

issues with an EWS that could benefit other 

state models. Accessing the portal is the most 

cited difficulty that users experience with the 

EWS. This criticism is common for all OPI 

applications and reflects enhanced security 

protocols. An Assistant Principal remarks the 

process of logging into the EWS is difficult: “I 

don’t even try that day to have a meeting that 

day because I’m going to get an error that 

doesn’t allow me in. So really, you must plan to 

pull the data.”  

 

A user remarked that the decision to 

switch to a vendor model was that the EWS had 

insufficient longitudinal analysis.   A school 

counselor expands on this point by saying “You 

must prepare how you are going to organize the 

data. You must reorganize it the same way each 

time (to create our own tracking system).”   

 

And this process of preparation 

reportedly takes time especially when schools 

try to disseminate their own data based on 

EWS data that integrate additional data points. 

These points include longitudinal data from the 

EWS, achievement data (ACT, MAPS, Smarter 

Balanced) and qualitative data from teachers. 

All this reflected time spent improving 

dissemination and fostering a connection with 

the school intervention team.   

 

Quality of the EWS 

Overall, user reports about the quality of the 

EWS were positive and showed encouraging 

signs of the development of a data culture 

surrounding dropout prevention. Even the 

schools that did not participate in the EWS 

remarked on the benefits of an early warning 

system.  

 

A principal noted the time focused on 

EWS data has been a routine of her school’s 

data culture: “I think EWS just keeps it in the 

forefront. If we didn’t have a system in place, 

we would forget. But now, it’s always in the 

forefront. Teachers have got used to receiving 

the data. I think, it just allows us to keep the 

students in the forefront.”  

 

Establishing the EWS as part of a set 

routine, often part of a MTSS process, allowed 

users the opportunity to focus less on 

identifying students and more on placing time 

and resources on the actual supports for student 

success. This was seen as a catalyst for a data 
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culture surrounding student engagement and 

graduation.   

 

There were many remarks about the 

reliability of the data. A principal was positive 

about the consistency of the data: “Everything 

is consistent and easy to see.” Another 

principal remarks that this consistency and 

objectivity makes EWS data more relevant than 

feedback from teachers or counselors. This is 

because trends in this data across multiple 

times that data is pulled enables the work of the 

dropout prevention team.  

 

Interviews highlight the ability of these 

teams to use longitudinal data to target 

resources to those areas most in need and that 

would likely have the largest impact.    

 

One principal remarked at how easy the 

data is to share with fellow administrators, 

faculty, and parents. Administrators further 

comment on the ability to share data in an 

objective fashion that focuses on attendance, 

behavior, and grades. Often this process was 

done by paper handouts and spreadsheets that 

administrators and counselors disseminated.   

 

One principal discusses the most 

beneficial aspect of the EWS in the context of 

the reliance on the tool: “I think without the 

EWS data we would beat our heads against the 

wall trying to figure out and identify a lot of 

those students. We don’t have the time or 

resources to do what the EWS does. You know 

it is quick and easy in terms of time and 

resources. I imagine all the time I’d spend 

trying to compile all that data. The per student 

cost is minimal compared to what it would cost 

without an EWS.” 

 

Of the risk factors, users generally 

trusted the data and they found the data 

displays adequate. However, mobility was 

mentioned by multiple users as misleading. 

Users remarked that EWS is piecemeal 

especially in the context of the mobility piece 

that may identify students who would 

otherwise receive universal support into a 

tiered intervention. They were confused of the 

weight mobility factored into the overall 

calculation of dropout probability.  

 

Mobility is seen by multiple users as 

raising ‘false alarms’ that can only be resolved 

by monitoring students over time. Requests 

were made for FAQs which focused on 

mobility, how it is calculated and what impact 

it has on dropout probability. 

 

Tying Processes to Outcomes 
At the school level, reforms that coincided with 

the use of the Montana EWS included the 

priorities to address dropout prevention, the 

efficiencies caused by using the tool, and the 

communication strategies used to implement a 

whole school reform.  

 

These priorities were described in the 

interviews and the surveys as originating from 

a school leader that encouraged frequent use. 

Indeed, frequency of use is important at the 

school level (frequently retrieving data to 

monitor students) and frequency of engagement 

with students as seen in early identification and 

progress monitoring.  

 

Communication is a key indicator of the 

degree of institutionalization of the EWS and 

dropout prevention. Often, this is the degree 

that the data was seen by counselors, teachers, 

and parents and actively used to make 

decisions.  

 

A school leader describes that 

communication is key to the process of 

assigning interventions. When designing early 

interventions, he describes how he talks to staff 

to get perspectives on each student’s 

circumstances then looks at the data and verify 

with staff as to the data’s accuracy. He engages 
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the families in the process, something 

frequently done with the support of EWS data.  

 

Building relationships is important for 

him, for example, when finding a student, a 

mentor who is the right fit and defining which 

resources are available for each student. The 

goal is to increase student engagement by 

finding meaningful data informed supports. 

 

Approximately forty percent of schools 

that had registered with the system are high 

adopters of reforms that were inspired using the 

Montana EWS. Follow up in these schools was 

frequently data informed.  

 

The intensity of student support in low 

adoption schools was at times defined by 

universal interventions and the support that can 

be provided by a teacher in a classroom 

providing core instruction. High adoption 

schools tend to intervene at a greater depth than 

other kinds of adopters. The interventions 

include small group tutoring tasks or more 

intense one on one supports. The depth of these 

interventions is dependent on demand, 

capacity, and priorities.  

Many schools do not have the need to focus on 

dropout except in an informal capacity (non-

adopters). However, adopters shared certain 

school characteristics, such as economic 

disadvantage, although there are important 

differences between low and high adopters in 

terms of the impact on graduation.  

 

The efficiency and effectiveness of the 

Montana EWS system can be identified by 

comparing the calculated dropout probability 

with the principal outcome, graduation rates for 

the same group of students (4-year cohort 

graduation rates). This provides data on how 

efficient the model is in predicting dropout. 

 

As we can see in Table 1, students that 

are extreme at risk (40% dropout probability) 

graduate at rates much lower than at risk (15 % 

dropout probability) and non-identified 

population (less than 15% dropout probability). 

The counts of students that received a dropout 

probability and the eventual graduation 

numbers indicate that the model predictions 

generally align with the dropout probabilities 

assigned. 

 

Table 1 

Comparison of EWS Dropout Predictions to Actual Dropout Rates 

 Number 
of 
students 

Average EWS 
dropout 
prediction (p) 

Implied EWS 
graduation 
probability (1-p) 

Actual 
graduation 
rate 

Students ever scored at extreme risk of 
dropping out 

5,838 35.6% 64.4% 62.6% 

Students ever scored at risk of dropping out, 
but never at extreme risk 

5,068 9.8% 90.2% 90.1% 

Students never flagged as at risk of dropping 
out 

18,507 1.9% 98.1% 97.0% 

Notes: Actual graduation rate is defined as 4-year graduation rate based on 9th grade cohorts from AY 2009-

2010 to AY 2017-2018. Sample is restricted to students ever loaded into EWS. 
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In the context of effectiveness this trend 

may be a cause for concern. Successful dropout 

predictions models could show a difference 

between dropout probability and eventual 

graduation since identified students were 

exposed to interventions designed to avert 

dropout. The non identified students also had a 

graduation rate that was lower than suggested 

by the dropout probability. This indicates that 

some students were not identified and 

eventually dropout out (false negative).  

 

These trends suggest that there was a 

varied implementation of the program where 

many students in low adoption schools did not 

receive as extensive interventions as in high 

adoption schools. Thus, this would not 

represent a treatment effect since low adoption 

schools are included and their inclusion does 

not accurately measure the full impact of the 

reform.  

 

The effects of the EWS on different 

populations of students within the same school 

indicate that those students with an assigned 

EWS dropout probability had graduation rates 

that were 3.6% higher than students in the same 

school who were not loaded. When comparing 

schools that uploaded data at least twice/year 

(high adoption) with low adoption schools, 

students in high adoption schools were 0.4 

percent less likely to drop out and instead 

stayed in school.  This dropout probability is 

relative to students in the same school in years 

when the EWS was not used. 

 

Stakeholder Recommendations  
Longitudinal data was seen as crucial to 

identifying interventions, modifying 

interventions once in place, and creating 

thresholds for students to discontinue support.  

 

The principal recommendation among 

users was to create ways to manage 

longitudinal data with reporting based on each 

risk factor and dropout probability. Ideally, this 

would contain data from participating 

elementary, middle, and high schools. 

Longitudinal data is needed for progress 

monitoring. Respondents also request 

professional development on how to use the 

tool for progress monitoring and identify what 

are triggering events involved in the process. 

This process should focus on the work of 

student advocates, mentors, and teachers, 

specifically how EWS data can be used for 

evaluation of individual student needs.  

 

OPI outreach and professional development 

Interview respondents discuss how the outreach 

by OPI was of good quality. They commented 

on the need for more presentations and 

workshops about the EWS. Respondents from 

high adoption schools discussed how they 

wanted to focus less on the use and 

requirements of the tool and more on the 

process of identifying students at risk, 

establishing thresholds for support, and 

processes for progress monitoring of students.  

 

Even schools that are no longer using 

the Montana EWS request this support 

(integrating data into intervention planning). 

This reinforces the finding that the lessons 

learned from the Montana EWS model, in 

particular the support OPI provides to schools, 

applies to all schools no matter which EWS 

they use. EWS data is valued in other regards. 

Many educators also found that using the EWS 

data for other reasons besides dropout 

prevention was beneficial, such as the 

evaluation of MTSS procedures and for grant 

writing. 

 

Interventions 

One finding from this study is that many 

schools are in the process of developing a data 

culture surrounding the MTSS process. In 

professional development activities, they 

claimed that OPI should create a clear tie 

between the EWS and MTSS intervention 

strategies. Specific support could focus on 
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reinforcing local thresholds for triggering and 

monitoring an intervention.  

 

Access and business requirements 

The most frequently discussed obstacles 

occurred in the context of logging in. This issue 

was seen as more important than issues with 

upload. Respondents desired a single login for 

all OPI applications that did not expire every 

three months. This is a common criticism of 

some OPI applications. Users also remarked on 

the process of gaining access to the web portal. 

A streamlined process of accessing, managing, 

and sharing data is needed.  

 

Risk factors 

Many users commented about mobility and 

how it increases incidence of ‘false alarm.’ OPI 

should clearly define for end users why 

mobility is in with the model and what is the 

contribution of mobility to the model (FAQ).  

 

Discussion and Conclusions 
School officials in Montana reported many 

positive features of the state’s Early Warning 

System. The Montana EWS is free of charge 

and available for all schools. Research 

literature has identified that through much of 

their infancy, EWS were the purview of large 

school districts.  

 

Today, the primary source of EWS data 

is from private vendors. By offering the 

opportunity to access an evidence-based system 

that is designed for a range of district sizes and 

is cost-free for districts, the EWS programs 

provided accessibility and coverage. Moreover, 

the Montana EWS focused on professional 

development for end users, something that is 

often missing from vendor models. According 

to respondents, the system is highly accurate, 

OPI outreach and support is comprehensive, 

and costs of the model are minimal even when 

factoring in staff time.   

 

While making the interventions more 

efficient, there was a decline in support 

necessary per student due to early 

identification. This generates cost-savings that 

can be used to provide support for other at-risk 

students or to support other programs in the 

school.  

 

An additional benefit of the EWS data 

is the ability to predict behavior in a way that is 

not dependent on demographic variables, 

economic disadvantage, and student status 

(e.g., disability or ELL status). The only  

demographic data that is used in the Montana 

EWS to calculate dropout probability is birth 

year. Indeed, this focus on those variables that 

are more under an educator’s control removes 

potential barriers to intervention and biases.  

Scale is crucial to understanding the degree of 

implementation.  

 

The process of scaling up the program 

met many successes and challenges. SLDS data 

indicated that the motivations (economic 

disadvantage, locale, and student 

demographics, graduation rates, attendance, 

and achievement) were similar between high 

adopters and low adopters suggesting that the 

demand for the Montana EWS, or any EWS, is 

similar.  

 

The Montana EWS has a track record of 

twelve years of serving Montana’s schools. Its 

model is unique. This state program has an opt 

in model whose schools shared many of the 

same endogenous factors. These factors 

highlight areas in which the experience of the 

Montana EWS does contribute to the research 

and policy literature about the use of EWS in 

schools.  

 

This article has focused on the 

mechanics of the EWS, what users experience, 

and factors that showed the success of the  
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model. We have not tried to ‘sell’ the Montana 

EWS model, rather show what is under the 

hood so that we can make comparisons  

between what the Montana EWS experienced 

and best practices in the field. Unfortunately, 

models for EWS best practices are only 

emerging. Most focus on district level 

implementation and do not focus on state or 

vendor models.  

 

What we have seen here is that the 

Montana EWS has a proven track record and 

does show different positive and negative 

attributes. Both can be used to highlight ways 

to improve the implementation of Early 

Warning Systems. 

 

Findings from this study can be used to 

inform educators about the use of the tool. 

Respondents to the interviews noted many 

reasons why schools would switch to EWS 

models provided by Infinite Campus or Power 

School (the two main student information 

systems in Montana). These vendor models 

provide integrated access to the student 

information system.  

 

Vendor models do not require 

additional upload of data. Users cited the main 

benefit of the Montana EWS was access to a 

predictive analytic tool with longitudinal school 

level results and the professional development 

by the SLDS in the use of the Montana EWS or 

any EWS model. 

 

What these systems miss is access and 

coverage for all schools. Montana EWS has a 

mosaic of users with different student 

information systems and different priorities for 

using an EWS. What they share is a demand for 

the tool evidenced by similar school factors.  

There are important differences shown by 

institutional variables and student outcomes 

measures between adopters and non-adopters.  

 

The Montana EWS model is fully 

adopted among schools with high 

implementation. One of the reasons why this is 

occurring is that local priorities dominate the 

decision to access and make use of the data. 

Local conditions are important. The similarity 

between high adopters and low adopters 

stresses the point that it is the larger school 

environment that set the course for interest in 

the EWS model. Combined with this are the 

differences between this group and non-

adopters.  

 

Non-adopters may have not seen this 

need for this tool given that their environmental 

factors are different and school size is 

predominantly among schools with less than 

150 students. These small schools may not 

have seen this need for the tool since 

relationships between students and faculty or 

administrators may be stronger due to the 

intimacy of the educational setting. 

 

High adoption was most common 

among those adopting between 2012 – 2017. 

These schools engaged in a system wide 

reform, something which distinguished them 

from low adoption schools. Time with the EWS 

program was seen as crucial to normalize 

practices surrounding dropout and the benefits 

of the tool.  

 

The Montana SLDS should measure its 

success over the long term, through involving a 

variety of stakeholders, and developing a data 

culture at the state level surrounding dropout. 

The degree of OPI outreach and individualized 

support was important. As with many aspects 

of Montana education, there is local control and 

decision making.  

 

The degree of EWS implementation in 

Montana is localized and based on multiple 

interrelated factors. The core of these factors is  
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how the district finds value in the data and what 

they decide to do with the data. Given the 

scope of these factors, OPI support to school 

programs was seen as a catalyst to school level 

change in high adoption schools.  

 

School and district officials made 

several recommendations, including the need 

for more ways to manage longitudinal data and 

the desire for more support in how to integrate 

the risk assessments with specific interventions. 

Overall, the responses imply that the Montana 

SLDS should measure its success over the long 

term, through involving a variety of stake-

holders, and developing a data culture at the 

state level surrounding dropout prevention.  
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Big Bets: How Large-Scale Change Really Happens 
 

Written by Rajiv Shah, MD 

Reviewed by Art Stellar, PhD 

 

 

There are two traditional approaches to 

change—incremental improvements or massive 

game changing innovations. Most organizations 

opt for smaller alterations, which carry less risk 

and less reward.   

 

Large-scale change, however, can 

happen if one has the knowledge and the right 

blueprints. After that, success depends upon 

execution and appropriate pivots when 

necessary. 

 

The author of this book, Rajiv Shah, is 

currently president of The Rockefeller 

Foundation. One prior position of note included 

being the chief administrator of the U.S. 

Agency for International Development.  

 

He also worked on various teams that a) 

vaccinated nearly a billion children; b) 

addressed the 2010 Haiti earthquake; c) 

expanded COVID testing at the height of the 

pandemic; and d) converted a billion people to 

electricity for the first time in Africa—all Big 

Bets. 

 

Big Bets advocates for a big mindset to 

solve problems boldly rather than small level 

improvements.  According to the author, bold 

proposals have the potential to attract people 

with the power, resources, and expertise to 

attain transformational change. While Big Bets 

offers loads of action steps that can move 

projects ahead, the author contends that the key 

is to have a mindset that opens up the 

possibilities.  

 

Here are his rules. Be an optimist. Don’t 

get consumed by today’s cynicism. Think 

bigger. Focus on what it takes to boldly solve 

problems. Find fresh, innovative solutions, 

even ones that are risky. Recruit and retain 

committed partners, however, unlikely they 

may be. Fiercely measure results, learn, and 

persist. 

 

Big Bets serves up a vision of what is 

possible in any field or endeavor with sufficient 

behind the scenes stories to motivate others to 

replicate high successes. It can be done if one 

individual is willing to strive through the 

inevitable problems of huge change.  
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that one space is required after the period at the end of a sentence. Articles are to be submitted to 

the editor by e-mail as an electronic attachment in Microsoft Word, Times New Roman, 12 Font.  

 

Acceptance Rates 
The AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice maintains of record of acceptance rates for each of the 

quarterly issues published annually. The percentage of acceptance rates since 2010 is as follows: 

   

2012: 22% 

2013: 15% 

2014: 20% 

2015: 22% 

2016: 19% 

2017: 20% 

2018: 19% 

2019: 19% 

2020: 18% 

2021: 17%  

2022: 17% 

2023: 17% 

 

Book Review Guidelines 
Book review guidelines should adhere to the author guidelines as found above. The format of the book 

review is to include the following: 

• Full title of book 

• Author 

• Publisher, city, state, year, # of pages, price  

• Name and affiliation of reviewer 

• Contact information for reviewer: address, city, state, zip code, e-mail address, 

telephone and fax 

• Reviewer biography 

• Date of submission 
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Publication Timeline  
 

 Issue Deadline to 

Submit 

Articles 

Notification to Authors 

of Editorial Review 

Board Decisions 

To AASA for Formatting 

and Editing 

Issue Available on 

AASA website 

Spring October 1 January 1 February 15 April 1  

Summer February 1 April 1 May 15 July1  

Fall May 1 July 1 August 15 October 1  

Winter August 1 October 1 November 15 February 1 

 

 

Additional Information  
Contributors will be notified of editorial board decisions within eight weeks of receipt of papers at the 

editorial office. Articles to be returned must be accompanied by a postage-paid, self-addressed 

envelope. 

 

The AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice reserves the right to make minor editorial changes 

without seeking approval from contributors. 

 

Materials published in the AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice do not constitute endorsement of 

the content or conclusions presented. 

 

The Journal is listed in Cabell’s Directory of Publishing Opportunities. Articles are also archived in the 

ERIC collection. The Journal is available on the Internet and considered an open access document. 

 

 

Editor 
 

Kenneth Mitchell, EdD 

AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice 

 

Submit articles electronically: kenneth.mitchell@mville.edu 

 

To contact by postal mail: 

Dr. Ken Mitchell 

Associate Professor 

School of Education 

Manhattanville University 

2900 Purchase Street 

Purchase, NY 1057 

 

 

mailto:kenneth.mitchell@mville.edu
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AASA Resources and Events 
 

➢ AASA Leadership Network, the School Superintendents Association’s professional 

learning arm, drives educational leaders’ success, innovation and growth, focused on student-

centered, equity-focused, future-driven education. Passionate and committed to continuous 

improvement, over 100 Leadership Network faculty connect educational leaders to the 

leadership development, relationships and partnerships needed to ensure individual growth and 

build collective impact. A snapshot of over 30 academies, cohorts and consortia is represented 

in the graphic below. To assist in navigating through the pandemic, AASA has produced and 

archived over 100 webinars since March 2020 on Leading for Equity and What Works at 

aasa.org/AASA-LeadershipNetwork-webinars.aspx.  
➢ Contact Kristine Gilmore at kgilmore@aasa.org, Valerie Truesdale at vtruesdale@aasa.org or 

Ann Levett at alevett@aasa.org to explore professional learning and engagement. 

  

➢ AASA Learning 2025 Learner-Centered, Equity-Focused, Future-Driven 

Education Initiative Underway 
    Comprised of school system leaders and business and non-profit leaders, AASA’s Learning 

2025 Commission was chaired by Daniel A. Domenech, executive director of AASA and Bill 

Daggett, founder of the Successful Practices Network. A network of educational systems now 

comprises a Learning 2025 National Network of Demonstrations Systems, whose chief 

objective is to prepare all students for their futures.   

For additional information about Learning 2025 Network for Student-Centered, Equity-

Focused Education, visit the AASA website www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=45826 or contact 

Ann Levett at alevett@aasa.org. 

https://aasa.org/AASA-LeadershipNetwork-webinars.aspx
mailto:kgilmore@aasa.org
mailto:vtruesdale@aasa.org
mailto:alevett@aasa.org
https://spnetwork.org/
mailto:alevett@aasa.org
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➢ Join AASA and discover a number of resources reserved exclusively for members. See 

Member Benefits at www.aasa.org/welcome/index.aspx. For questions on membership 

contact Meghan Moran at mmoran@aasa.org 

 

➢ Welcome materials may be found at   
www.aasa.org/welcome/resources.aspx  

 

➢  Upcoming Program and Events 

www.aasa.org/professional-learning/calendar-of-events 
 

➢  School Administrator 
   School Administrator’s Updated Editorial Calendar Available 

 AASA’s monthly magazine has extended its editorial themes through the end of 2024. Also 

         available is guidance for submitting story ideas to the magazine’s editor for consideration.  

  Find both here. 

   

  AASA Member Bloglist  

  The staff of School Administrator magazine maintains a roster of AASA members mostly 

  superintendents) who manage a blog with periodic postings. Any additions or deletions  

         should be reported to the editor at magazine@aasa.org. Find the bloglist at 

 www.aasa.org/publications/all-publications/member-blogs 

 

➢ Engage With @AASAdvocacy 
 Superintendent effectiveness in federal advocacy is only as good as your ability to be succinct 

in communication of information, intentional in what you’re asking and strategic in how you 

make available the supporting evidence. Here are several ways you can engage with those at 

AASA who oversee the association’s legislative advocacy. You can use these steps to dip your 

toe or fully submerge. 

 

The AASA Advocacy app keeps you informed about the most impactful changes coming from 

Congress and provides a curated selection of relevant news for school administrators. It 

empowers school leaders to shape educational policy. The app is available in the Apple App 

Store and on Google Play. 

 Bookmark the advocacy page. You find that aasa.org/advocacy has it all, from toolkits and 

talking points to information on upcoming conferences and calls to action. 

 Read the Leading Edge. This is AASA’s policy blog.  

 Follow the department on Twitter. Our feed is @AASAdvocacy, and the members of the team 

are @Noellerson, @SPudelski, @TaraEThomas1 and @K_Sturdevant. 

 Join the Legislative Corps. Sign up to receive our weekly advocacy update, published every 

week when Congress is in session. Contact Tara Thomas at tthomas@aasa.org. 

http://www.aasa.org/welcome/index.aspx
mailto:mmoran@aasa.org
http://www.aasa.org/welcome/resources.aspx
http://send.aasa.org/link.cfm?r=DkPXjGqw3DCGcYGrmpNzig~~&pe=nYKvPdQ8g-TIM6ZKdrk0G0QpC06qDf39QZ3Wlirp7MIeRyAYyxvAr7cz2Lm3emmY9JoXPvcgnufahm2jWSSbQw~~&t=iceMtzsbcoWb9ySrqRZQ4g~~
mailto:magazine@aasa.org
http://www.aasa.org/publications/all-publications/member-blogs
https://www.aasa.org/advocacy
https://www.aasa.org/advocacy/the-leading-edge-policy-advocacy-blog?blogid=84005
http://twitter.com/@AASAdvocacy
http://twitter.com/@Noellerson
http://twitter.com/@SPudelski
http://twitter.com/@TaraEThomas1
http://twitter.com/@K_Sturdevant
https://www.aasa.org/publications/legislative-corps
mailto:tthomas@aasa.org
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 Listen to PEP Talk podcasts. On AASA’s recently revamped podcast, you can listen to Public 

Education Policy Talk. 

 Attend the policy and advocacy strand at AASA’s National Conference on Education. Join us 

in San Diego in February for six topical sessions and our federal relations luncheon for the 

latest developments at the federal level. 

 Visit your congressional representative. A great opportunity to do that takes place each July at 

AASA’s Legislative Advocacy Conference in Washington. Visit aasa.org/legconf.aspx. Make 

your voice heard. 

➢ AASA ‘Live Well. Lead Well.’ Initiative Focuses on Mental, Physical & 

Emotional Health of School System Leaders 
 For more information about Live Well. Lead Well. campaign, visit the AASA website: 

 www.connect.aasa.org/livewellleadwell 

  

➢ AASA Releases 2022-23 Superintendent Salary Study for members only  
www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=45378 

➢ Official Online Industry Suppliers for Educators 

aasa.inloop.com/en/buyersguide 

  

➢ AASA Main and Advocacy App 
Both apps are designed for school superintendents, central office staff, principals, teachers, 

policymakers, business and community leaders, parents and more. The Advocacy app enables 

advocates of public education to connect, network, communicate with other members, access, 

and share important information directly from their devices. 

www.aasa.org/app.aspx 
 

➢ Superintendent's Career Center 

aasa-jobs.careerwebsite.com/ 

 

➢ 2020 Decennial Study of the American Superintendent 
www.aasacentral.org/book/the-american-superintendent-2020-decennial-study 

The study is for sale and available at www.aasacentral.org/aasa-books 

 

➢ Resources for Educational Leaders may be viewed at AASA’s virtual library:  

www.aasathoughtleadercentral.org 

 

➢ Learn about AASA’s Books Program where new titles and special discounts are 

available to AASA members. The AASA publications catalog may be downloaded at 

www.aasacentral.org/aasa-books 

 

➢ Podcast: Beyond Self Care: Disconnect to Reconnect 
 https://www.aasa.org/news-media/media/beyond-self-care-disconnect-to-reconnect 

 

https://www.aasa.org/resources/resource/pep-talk-podcast
http://www.aasa.org/legconf.aspx/
https://connect.aasa.org/livewellleadwell
http://www.connect.aasa.org/livewellleadwell
http://www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=45378
https://aasa.inloop.com/en/buyersguide
http://www.aasa.org/app.aspx
https://aasa-jobs.careerwebsite.com/
http://www.aasacentral.org/book/the-american-superintendent-2020-decennial-study
http://www.aasacentral.org/aasa-books
http://www.aasathoughtleadercentral.org/
http://www.aasacentral.org/aasa-books
https://www.aasa.org/news-media/media/beyond-self-care-disconnect-to-reconnect
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➢ Webinar Recordings: A to Z: Getting Started with Electric School Bus 

Purchasing 

 https://www.aasa.org/resources/resource/a-to-z-getting-started-with-electric-school-bus-purchasing 

 

 

 

Upcoming AASA Events 

 
Legislative Advocacy Conference, July 9-11, 2024, Hyatt Regency on Capitol 

Hill, WDC 

                   

AASA 2025 National Conference on Education, March 6-8, 2025, New 

Orleans, LA 
 

https://www.aasa.org/resources/resource/a-to-z-getting-started-with-electric-school-bus-purchasing

