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Implementing an Early Alert System:  Faculty Engagement, System Design, Resource Planning, and Assessment Issues 

Early Alert Systems are critical to many institutions’ plans for enhancing student success. They identify at-risk students at 
an early point in the semester so that interventions are delivered effectively. Systems are increasingly deployed online, 
though the scope varies considerably across institutions. The objective of this discussion will be to facilitate the 
exchange of ideas regarding the process of implementing an Early Alert System, or the transitioning to a more 
comprehensive system that is integrated with student information systems.  

An Example:  Indiana University’s FLAGS (Fostering Learning, Achievement, and Graduation Success) 

To give success and retention programs throughout Indiana University the tools they need, three kinds of data are being 
brought together into an integrated view where we can track risk, interventions, and students' behaviors in a case-model 
history for each student: 

 Pre-enrollment academic risk (SAT/ACT scores, high school grades, quality of high school courses, SAT/ACT survey 
data) 

 Post-enrollment academic risk (faculty course – specific attendance and performance data, annual student survey 

data) 

 Data-mining of past student behaviors & risk (analysis of students who failed to graduate from IU in 6 years or less 
to identify attributes that could be used to select current students for target intervention programs). 

 

Each IU campus is unique and will require a tailored set of analytics for each area of risk.  Importantly, IU has chosen to integrate the 
student performance roster with existing tools used to support mandatory enrollment reporting at all campuses (and Administrative 
Withdrawals at IUPUI), making it easier for faculty to understand and use. 
 

Discussion Questions 

What is likely to pose the most serious challenge when implementing (or scaling up) an Early Alert System?  Faculty 
buy-in?  Student understanding and compliance? Technological issues? Responsiveness of student support service 
providers? 

Issues Related to Faculty: 

1) Are there strategies for convincing faculty that their feedback is critical to student retention? How might 
‘champions’ be deployed to facilitate buy-in? What communications to faculty are most effective in motivating 
them to provide feedback? How might training be minimized? 

2) Do Early Alert Systems positively impact pedagogy by providing faculty with a rationale for scheduling early 
assignments? Can Early Alert Systems have a negative impact on faculty interactions with students by replacing 
face-to-face with online feedback?  

 



2 | P a g e  
 

Issues Related to Administration and Resources: 

1) How might an Early Alert System be best piloted?   Should Early Alert Systems be integrated with other forms of 
enrollment reporting or administrative withdrawal procedures? 

2) When is the ideal point in time for Early Alert Systems to be turned on and off, and how frequently should 
faculty be encouraged to provide feedback? 

3) How might courses be targeted so that all at-risk students can be monitored?  Within a university, how might 
system design and training accommodate a wide range of schools or campuses?  

4) How might student support services be expanded to meet the increased demand an Early Alert System creates? 
Is it better to intrusively engage with students or to cultivate an expectation that students will self-monitor their 
own performance feedback? 

Issues Related to Assessment and Evaluation: 

1) What processes and outcomes should be assessed and used as indicators of Early-Alert program effectiveness? 
2) What types of reports should be made available and to which audiences?  Should data be made available to 

deans to encourage faculty participation and/or to guide the development of interventions to address risk 
factors? 

3) How might Early Alert Systems be used to examine trends in student persistence or graduation rates over time? 
 

Assessing Early Alert Systems requires careful conceptualization of the processes and intended outcomes before 
choosing indicators of effectiveness and evaluation designs.  Assessment scholars have advocated for the development 
of assessment plans with clear purposes closely aligned with program goals (e.g., Swing, 2001; Banta 2002).  On many 
campuses early alert systems have been to improve student retention, academic performance and positive student-
faculty interactions. Early Alert systems have also been characterized as a “High Impact Practice” due to their ability to 
provide 1) early intervention for address students’ needs proactively, 2) intrusive support, and  3) targeted support for 
students who need it most based on current behaviors (Cuseo, 2011). When developing a comprehensive assessment 
plan the best approach is to identity measures and indicators that assess the process of the system as well as intended 
outcomes. The following sections are adapted based on Cuseo (2011).  

Process Indicators - provide early feedback as to whether or not the Early Alert System has proceeded as intended, 
what barriers have been encountered, and what changes are needed. Most importantly, the process evaluations help 
to answer questions about why the intended outcomes were achieved or not achieved. 
 

 Faculty members actively use the early alert system and make appropriate referrals to students who need them. 

 Students are informed about the early alert system and read messages/notifications. 

 Students make contact with the resource person identified in the early-alert message. 

 Students report taking action on the recommendation or referral made by the resource person. 

 Student perceptions from evaluations or campus surveys/questionnaires indicate that the early alert 
notification:  

 enabled students to become aware of and self-modify the behavior that led to the notification (without 
seeking help from a campus resource), or  

 motivated them to seek help from a campus resource, which, in turn, enabled them to modify the 
behavior that led to the notification.  

 

Outcome Indicators  -  used to assess The Early Alert System’s  results, or outcomes, in a way that determines whether 
the system produced the changes in students, faculty, staff, advisors, administrators it intended to achieve.  
 

 Retention rates 

 Academic performance (DFW rates, grade point averages, satisfactory academic achievement) 
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 Credit hour completion 

 Degree attainment   

 Number of early alerts issued to future cohorts of students. Reports based on early-alert program information 
helps campus leaders identify recurrent student behaviors  associated with low academic performance  or high 
student attrition, and this information is used to create programs  that proactively address these issues, 
resulting in a reduced number of early alerts 

 Improved frequency and quality of student-faculty interactions 

 Students become more aware behavior and are more proactive in seeking assistance 

Types of Evaluation Reports  

 Process reports that display how many faculty used the system and the types of referrals made (see Appendix A) 

 Reports displaying how many students received notifications and how many students made contact with the 
resource 

 Reports showing at-risk behaviors.  The early-alert program is used to generate aggregate data about common 
recurrent student behaviors associated with low academic performance or high student attrition. The reports 
are shared campus-wide and used to create programs that proactively address these issues.       

 Outcome evaluation reports may tests a series of hypotheses concerning the intended changes by (1) making a 
comparison between conditions after the Early Alert System is implemented  and conditions prior to 
implementation, (2) comparing students or faculty members who participated in the Early Alert System with 
similar individuals that did not participate, or (3) a combination of both.  

 Outcome evaluation reports comparing student outcomes prior to full implementation of the Early Alert System 
and after full implementation of the Early Alert System. Following implementation students will be: 
 are more likely to persist to course completion with a passing grade. 
 are more likely to persist to completion of the academic term. 
 are less likely to be placed on academic probation. 
 are more likely to re-enroll the following term.  
 are more likely to be aware of future behavior placing him/her at risk and modifying that behavior or 

seeking assistance.  
 are more likely to report positive and frequent interactions with faculty and other students.     
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Appendix:  IU FLAGS Example of Process Evaluation Report Showing Early Alert Notifications and Type of Referral 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


