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Legal Caveat

EAB Global, Inc. (“EAB”) has made efforts to 
verify the accuracy of the information it provides 
to partners. This report relies on data obtained 
from many sources, however, and EAB cannot 
guarantee the accuracy of the information 
provided or any analysis based thereon. In 
addition, neither EAB nor any of its affiliates 
(each, an “EAB Organization”) is in the business 
of giving legal, accounting, or other professional 
advice, and its reports should not be construed as 
professional advice. In particular, partners should 
not rely on any legal commentary in this report as 
a basis for action, or assume that any tactics 
described herein would be permitted by applicable 
law or appropriate for a given partner’s situation. 
Partners are advised to consult with appropriate 
professionals concerning legal, tax, or accounting 
issues, before implementing any of these tactics. 
No EAB Organization or any of its respective 
officers, directors, employees, or agents shall be 
liable for any claims, liabilities, or expenses 
relating to (a) any errors or omissions in this 
report, whether caused by any EAB Organization, 
or any of their respective employees or agents, or 
sources or other third parties, (b) any 
recommendation by any EAB Organization, or (c) 
failure of partner and its employees and agents to 
abide by the terms set forth herein.

EAB is a registered trademark of EAB Global, Inc. 
in the United States and other countries. Partners 
are not permitted to use these trademarks, or 
any other trademark, product name, service 
name, trade name, and logo of any EAB 
Organization without prior written consent of EAB. 
Other trademarks, product names, service 
names, trade names, and logos used within these 
pages are the property of their respective 
holders. Use of other company trademarks, 
product names, service names, trade names, and 
logos or images of the same does not necessarily 
constitute (a) an endorsement by such company 
of an EAB Organization and its products and 
services, or (b) an endorsement of the company 
or its products or services by an EAB 
Organization. No EAB Organization is affiliated 
with any such company.

IMPORTANT: Please read the following.

EAB has prepared this report for the exclusive use 
of its partners. Each partner acknowledges and 
agrees that this report and the information 
contained herein (collectively, the “Report”) are 
confidential and proprietary to EAB. By accepting 
delivery of this Report, each partner agrees to 
abide by the terms as stated herein, including the 
following:

1. All right, title, and interest in and to this 
Report is owned by an EAB Organization. 
Except as stated herein, no right, license, 
permission, or interest of any kind in this 
Report is intended to be given, transferred to, 
or acquired by a partner. Each partner is 
authorized to use this Report only to the 
extent expressly authorized herein.

2. Each partner shall not sell, license, republish, 
distribute, or post online or otherwise this 
Report, in part or in whole. Each partner shall 
not disseminate or permit the use of, and shall 
take reasonable precautions to prevent such 
dissemination or use of, this Report by (a) any 
of its employees and agents (except as stated 
below), or (b) any third party.

3. Each partner may make this Report available 
solely to those of its employees and agents 
who (a) are registered for the workshop or 
program of which this Report is a part, (b) 
require access to this Report in order to learn 
from the information described herein, and (c) 
agree not to disclose this Report to other 
employees or agents or any third party. Each 
partner shall use, and shall ensure that its 
employees and agents use, this Report for its 
internal use only. Each partner may make a 
limited number of copies, solely as adequate 
for use by its employees and agents in 
accordance with the terms herein.

4. Each partner shall not remove from this 
Report any confidential markings, copyright 
notices, and/or other similar indicia herein.

5. Each partner is responsible for any breach of 
its obligations as stated herein by any of its 
employees or agents.

6. If a partner is unwilling to abide by any of the 
foregoing obligations, then such partner shall 
promptly return this Report and all copies 
thereof to EAB. 
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Overview 

Advising technologies are an integral part of the student success strategy at most 

colleges and universities. These technologies, including EAB’s Navigate and Starfish 

systems, provide early-alert features that allow faculty and staff to flag students who 

need extra help with basic needs, academic concerns, finances, and mental health. 

COVID-19 has illuminated how important flagging these concerns is for the health of 

our students and our institutions. During the first year of the pandemic, there was a 

significant increase in the flags raised over the previous year, reflecting the struggles 

students felt then and continue to feel now. 

We have evidence that early alerts can be a powerful tool for reaching institutional 

goals on student equity. Students of color receive a disproportionate share of alerts, so 

a high-functioning early-alert system can be an essential tool for determining how to 

allocate staff time and campus resources to better support students and groups who 

have historically been underserved. 

Yet, despite this potential, early-alert systems aren’t being used to their fullest extent 

possible. When we examined data from our systems, we found that the majority of

alerts did not ultimately result in an advising conversation. While some of this can be 

explained by limitations on advisor time, much of the issue seems to be a lack of 

student response to intervention outreach. These “missed connections” inhibit our 

ability to support more students and get more value from our early-alert efforts.

Much of this engagement challenge stems from how we are communicating around 

alerts. Students are more likely to respond to personal emails with growth-mindset 

language. Students are also more likely to engage with an advisor with whom they have 

built prior rapport, and whom they know has their best interests in mind.

Offering positive, trusting support is especially important when working with students of 

color and other marginalized student populations. This requires advisors to better 

understand students’ identities and life experiences in order to better craft outreach and 

support tailored to individual student needs. If that identity support is absent, we miss 

an opportunity to build the trust that makes students comfortable seeking help and 

encourages a sense of belonging at our institutions. 

Fortunately, these are skills that advisors can easily learn and incorporate into their 

work. This paper explores the basics of what you need to know and offers suggestions 

on how to elevate your practice. 
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Colleges and universities have steadily increased their use of early-alert systems over the last several 

years. This suggests that early alerts are becoming a familiar and useful part of the student success 

strategies at many colleges and universities.

Faculty adoption has historically been the biggest challenge for early-alert programs and has therefore 

received the most attention from student success leaders. The steady increase in flags suggests that 

faculty are becoming progressively more comfortable using early-alert systems to direct support to 

students. This support is needed more than ever before. 

Unsurprisingly, students are expressing increased emotional, social, and academic needs due to the 

continuing toll of COVID-19. We see this trend reflected in the 22% increase in flags raised by faculty 

and staff to advisors using early-alert systems between fall 2019 and fall 2020. With faculty participation 

on the rise, we now need to look for opportunities to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

downstream intervention processes that follow an alert.

Early Alerts Are on the Rise

Low grade

Attendance 

Well-beingTutoring

Basic needs
Disengagement 
(inattentive)

Common Early-Alert Reasons

22%

Alert Activity on the Rise, Even Before the Pandemic

Number of Flags Raised

3.8M

4.6M

7.0M

2018-19 2019-20 2020-21

Increase in the 
first year of the 
pandemic

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/
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Early-Alert Funnel

Communication 

Intervention

Triage

51%
receive 
outreach 

100%
of all alerts 
received 

no student 
response23%

Opportunity to Improve Early-Alert Processes

The journey from alert to resolution is a multiphase process. 

Opportunities to improve efficiency and effectiveness exist in 

each of these phases.

The first phase is triage. While some advisors excel at reaching 

students, we found that on average only about half (51%) of 

alerts result in outreach. Many advising offices do not have the 

capacity to follow up on every alert and thus need to make 

informed choices about where to deepen their efforts. Usually 

this involves prioritizing students based on preestablished 

criteria, such as the number of alerts they received, their GPA 

or academic status, or a predictive model that helps inform 

which students are most in need of help. 

The second phase is communication. Roughly three-fifths of 

outreach to students receives a response, representing just 

28% of the original pool of alerts. While some of this outreach 

may not request or need a response, the overall low conversion 

rate suggests there may be opportunities to improve how we 

are inviting students to seek help, especially when students 

who already feel marginalized.

The third phase is intervention, in which the advisor and 

student meet to discuss the issue and seek a resolution. These 

meetings are hugely meaningful for student success. Our data 

suggests that students who are flagged with alerts and meet 

with advisors are retained at a rate more than eight percentage 

points higher than students who are flagged and do not receive 

outreach, and twelve percentage points higher than those who 

get outreach and do not respond. 

Taken as a whole, we see two clear opportunities for increasing 

the number of alerts that ultimately result in productive 

advising appointments. First, we need to add staff capacity to 

follow up on more alerts. Advisors often “pay for themselves” in 

terms of the tuition revenue preserved through retention 

efforts. That said, adding staff can be daunting when faced with 

tight budgets and a challenging labor market.

Second, advisors can explore better ways to communicate with 

students to improve their engagement with the process. This 

can be acted on in the short-term with existing staff and 

produce immediate results. We believe that equity-minded 

communication strategies, such as those described in the 

following pages, are key to achieving this second objective.

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/
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Black and Latinx Students Often Have the Highest Share of Alerts

51%
of all alerts go to 
students of color 

(33% of students)

Liberal Arts College Regional Public University 

Other 
21%

Black 
17%

Latinx
11%

White
50%

Int'l 1%

Asian 2% Multiracial 8%

Black 6%

Latinx
27%

White
45%

2x
More likely to 

receive an alert

Early Alerts as a Tool for Equity

Students of color receive a disproportionate share of alerts at many institutions. For example, data 

provided by a private liberal arts college and a regional public institution, both in the Midwest, show how 

students of color receive up to twice as many alerts as their white peers. While some of these disparities 

may be explained by biases from instructors, much of it reflects the true struggles and needs of 

students. Thus, we believe early alerts can be a powerful tool for helping schools direct advising 

resources in a way that supports equitable outcomes.

That said, this will work only if we intentionally approach early-alert interventions with an eye and ear 

toward different student identities and experiences. Students of color are more likely than white 

students to be discouraged by negative feedback on academic performance. Faced with an often-

unwelcoming campus environment, an early alert can feel like just another microaggression telling the 

student that they cannot succeed and do not belong in college. 

We can mitigate these concerns by helping advisors communicate early-alert interventions in an 

empathetic way that builds trust. Many advisors who are working with struggling students have never 

been on the receiving end of an academic intervention. They also may not have the lived experience 

necessary to immediately understand how their words and actions might be interpreted differently by 

students from backgrounds unlike their own. Fortunately, advisors can bridge these gaps through 

intentional communication and rapport-building. In the next section, we offer three recommendations 

that you may consider adding to your professional practice.

28%
of alerts go to 

Black and Latinx 
(18% of students) 

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/


Take Action: 
Increase Connections 
Through Communication 
and Trust

Recommendation #1: 

Improve Response by Building Rapport

Recommendation #2: 

Pre-explain Alerts in Course Materials

Recommendation #3: 

Adopt Asset-Based Language in Emails
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“I share that I had it rough and grew up in a toxic environment, struggled in 
college, and had a series of setbacks. They hear that, and it gives them hope.”

CUA Coach 

Students are more comfortable opening up about sensitive issues with people they trust, even if the 

person is from a different background. Unfortunately, we have substantial trust gaps along racial lines. 

For example, the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) found that Black students are 

substantially less trustful of campus leadership (presidents, provosts, and deans) than their white 

peers. Black students have lower rates of out-of-group trust as well and are less likely to engage with 

someone who is unknown to them or outside of their race. 

Fortunately, students see their advisors as among the most trusted people on campus, providing a 

foundation for productive relationships. Dr. Paul Hernandez, a nationally recognized expert on equity 

and pedagogy, offers three lessons for building stronger trust with students:

Recommendation #1:
Improve Response by Building Rapport

1

2

3

Recognize and acknowledge that your reality and experiences may differ from 

those of your students of color, perhaps drastically so.

Show who you are beyond your role as an authority figure and dismantle any 

negative stereotypes students may have due to past experiences with others. 

Focus on universal themes such as frustration, commitment, hopelessness, and 

fear to create a connection and encourage productive conversation.

Summarized from The Pedagogy of Real Talk: Engaging, Teaching, and 

Connecting with Students At-Promise

Academic coaches at the Catholic University of America (CUA) are keenly aware of the benefits of 

having authentic conversations like these with students. Coaches pre-identify students who are more 

likely to struggle academically and reach out early in their college careers to begin building rapport. In 

doing so, coaches often share their own stories and thus create a space for students to open up about 

their challenges and frustrations. 

The efforts of CUA’s coaches to build rapport, gain trust, and create connections are paying off. 

Student response rate to emails is 80%, higher than we see from typical early-alert outreach. 

Furthermore, students average a 0.73 increase in GPA after working with their coach. Many of these 

relationships are so strong that students maintain them after they graduate. 

Source: National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), The trust gap among 
college students, NSSE Interactive Reports. Retrieved from nsse.Indiana.edu, 

Hernandez, Paul, The Pedagogy of Real Talk Engaging, Teaching, and Connecting 
with Students At-Promise, and EAB interviews and analysis. 

https://www.eab.com/
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Source: EAB interviews and analysis. 

Students are more likely to respond to alert outreach—and less likely to feel stigmatized—if they 

understand what an alert means and how it is intended to help them succeed. To this end, schools like 

Cal Poly Pomona and University of Wisconsin Milwaukee ask instructors to include prewritten 

explanatory blurbs in their course syllabi and learning management system pages. These additions 

have led to an increase in class conversations about grades, normalizing of self-advocacy and help-

seeking behaviors, and increased trust between faculty members and students. 

“At different points during the semester, I will send a 
progress report to the Office of Student Success (OSS) 
for all students in this class. The progress reports are 
not punitive. They are an opportunity to connect you with 
an OSS staff member who can offer additional support and 
suggest resources if you need assistance.” 

“UWM uses Navigate, a powerful tool dedicated to student 
success. Navigate allows instructors to send Progress 
Reports to students throughout the term… certain reports 
may encourage academic advisors or other support 
staff to provide outreach to you as well.”

Explain why your institution is using student support and 
success technology (introduce the name and purpose of the 
technology, explain that alerts are beneficial and meant to help 
support your success)

1

2

Communicate when and how alerts may be raised and 
how they will be communicated to students (outline the 
timing, next steps, who may reach out, and where alerts will be 
sent, such as campus email, personal email, or text message)

3

Share available resources and support to bolster their 
success (include office hours and times to connect with faculty 
versus advisors for additional and specialized support, note 
availability of mental health resources)

Create Your Own Syllabi Blurb                                                             
Three Steps to Ensure Students Are Aware of Alerts and Support Services   

Recommendation #2:
Pre-explain Alerts in Course Materials

Sample Blurbs

https://www.eab.com/
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The words we use matter. Often the emails we send about early alerts use deficit language, contain 

microaggressions, or reflect harmful power dynamics. By intentionally focusing on the language we 

use, we can help students of color feel more welcomed, supported, and celebrated. 

For this reason, schools like Campbell University have begun using asset-based language in their 

outreach. Asset-based language focuses on strength and potential by emphasizing the student and 

avoiding harmful characteristics and code words such as “underprepared” or “unmotivated.” 

Campbell found that making small but significant changes in their wording generated a 32% 

improvement in email response rate. 

Source: Source: Heretohere.org; New America. 2022. How You Say It 
Matters, https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/how-you-say-
it-matters [Accessed 24 February 2022], and EAB interviews and analysis. 

Concise

Positive

Dear Malcolm,

We’ve missed seeing you in Math 101! We know 

balancing life and class can be a challenge. 

Students who regularly attend their courses 

are more likely to succeed, and you can be 

successful.

[Add additional notes from flag notes]

If there is a reason you cannot attend this 

class as scheduled, please schedule time 

with me.

Hope to see you soon,

Kate, Student Success Advisor 

Personal

Realistic

Normalizes 
challenges

Directly links to 
next step

From a 
trusted sender

Anatomy of an Asset-Based Email 

Recommendation #3:
Adopt Asset-Based Language in Emails

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/how-you-say-it-matters
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We built this checklist as a tool for you to assess your current email strategy. Use it to ensure 
your message matches the intention of your efforts. 

Quick Check Items Ask Yourself

Creating inclusive and asset-based emails

Send a personalized 
message

Did I use the student’s first name?

Did I use the student’s preferred pronouns, 
if known?

Did I introduce myself, if I haven’t met the 
student yet?

Did I state the reason for my outreach? 

Send emails from 
someone known to 
the student

Did I make sure the sender of the email is 
someone the student trusts or at least knows?

Normalize challenges
Did I provide quantitative or anecdotal evidence 
to demonstrate that other students face the 
obstacle I’m reaching out about?

Use asset-based 
language

Did I acknowledge the student’s potential 
to succeed?

Did I focus on the student’s strengths and/or 
encourage their aspirations?  

Email communication best practices

Keep your message 
clear and concise 

Did I keep my email approximately at the 
seventh-grade reading level?

Did I avoid jargon?

Provide a direct 
follow-up link

Did I provide a direct path to appointment 
scheduling, a campus chatbot, or a direct-dial 
phone number?

1

2

3

4

5

6

Use notes from the 
raised alert in your 
student success 
management system.

Advisors and faculty are 
the most trusted and 
ideal senders. Other 
potential senders are 
campus partners who 
work directly with 
specific student groups.

Use the Gunning Fog 
Index or another 
readability test to 
assess the reading level 
required for your email.

TIP: Get student feedback on what works—and what doesn’t

Your student email communication strategy should be an iterative process, especially as the 

impact of the message will be felt differently across student groups. To ensure you consider 

students’ perspectives as you plan your strategy, invite student leaders or student focus 

groups to participate in the planning process (and compensate them for their time). 

Tool: 
Asset-Based Checklist

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/
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Interested in Upgrading Your Early-Alert Technology?

Navigate Provides Early Alerts and Dozens of Other Student Success Tools

Inside Navigate, EAB’s Student Success Management System

Navigate is EAB's Student Success Management System, the first enterprise-level technology for 

student success in higher education. Navigate brings together students, administrators, advisors, 

faculty, and other staff in a collaborative network to holistically support students across the college 

journey. Navigate is informed by EAB's work with more than 850 schools on student success. Our 

partners see graduation rate increases of 3 to 15% and a typical ROI of 5:1. Navigate will help you 

create a more personal and outcomes-focused experience for your students.

Understand which interventions are working and 

how to best adjust your strategy to support 

your school’s needs

Integrated Analytics

Focus and scale interventions, manage early alerts 

and communications, support advisors and other 

staff in their day-to-day work, and create a truly 

coordinated network for student success

Workflow Solutions

Build belonging and a deeper sense of purpose at 

school with Navigate’s mobile app and other 

digital tools

Student Empowerment Tools

Improving Key Equity Measures with Navigate

90%
Retention rate of Black male 
students participating in a 
Navigate-powered support 
program, compared to 68% 
national average

NORTH CAROLINA CENTRAL 
UNIVERSITY

7 percentage points

Reduction in graduation rate 
gap between URM and non-
URM students across five years 
due in part to success 
initiatives leveraging Navigate

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY 
FULLERTON

13.8%
Increase in graduation rate for 
Alaska Native students across 
five years after implementing 
Navigate for student support

UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA ANCHORAGE

Email us at eabcommunications@eab.com, or visit eab.com.

Want to participate in an expert consultation?

https://www.eab.com/
mailto:eabcommunications@eab.com
https://eab.com/
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We help schools support students 

from enrollment to graduation and beyond

P-20    |    Community Colleges     |   Four-Year Colleges and Universities    |    Graduate and Adult Learning

Find and enroll your 

right-fit students

Support and graduate 

more students

Prepare your institution 

for the future

ROOTED IN RESEARCH

8,000+ Peer-tested 
best practices

500+ Enrollment innovations 
tested annually

ADVANTAGE OF SCALE

2,100+ Institutions 
served

9.5 M+ Students supported 
by our SSMS

WE DELIVER RESULTS

95% Of our partners continue 
with us year after year, 
reflecting the goals we 
achieve together





ABOUT EAB

At EAB, our mission is to make education smarter and our communities stronger. 

We work with thousands of institutions to drive transformative change through 

data-driven insights and best-in-class capabilities. From kindergarten to college 

to career, EAB partners with leaders and practitioners to accelerate progress and 

drive results across five major areas: enrollment, student success, institutional 

strategy, data analytics, and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). We work with 

each partner differently, tailoring our portfolio of research, technology, and 

marketing and enrollment solutions to meet the unique needs of every leadership 

team, as well as the students and employees they serve. Learn more at eab.com.

Washington DC | Richmond | Birmingham | Minneapolis

202-747-1000 | eab.com

@eab @WeAreEAB@eab_ @eab.life


