RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series
MODULE 2

Welcome to the RESEA Evaluation virtual learning series. This is Module 2: How Do We Decide What We Want to Learn About Our RESEA Program? For an overview of the full series and how it is organized, please visit the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning series overview document, if you have not already.

To help orient you, this diagram shows where you are in the learning series. Module 2, along with Modules 1 and 3 through 5, covers the foundations of RESEA evaluations, an overview of the most important information you need to know about the purpose of evaluation, types of evaluation, and how to prepare for an evaluation. Modules 6 through 9 cover the basics of conducting RESEA evaluations. 


Module 2, How Do We Decide What We Want to Learn About Our RESEA Program? includes the following learning objectives:​

· Understand what “learning goals” are and how they are part of a “learning agenda.”​

· Know what questions to ask and which people and departments to engage in establishing learning goals.​

· Understand how establishing learning goals leads to crafting research questions.​

· Be motivated to develop learning goals and engage others in the process.

In this series, we use a lot of evaluation language and terms. Many of these words and terms may be new to you, and that’s okay. A goal of this series is to demystify the language of evaluation. And if you need additional support after viewing this recording, links to the RESEA Toolkit and other key resources mentioned in this module are available on the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series overview document.




As set out in Module 1, while evaluating your RESEA program may be a legislative requirement, it is important to remember that this is your evaluation. It is intended to help you answer your questions and build your knowledge about your RESEA program to help you continuously improve your program’s interventions and service delivery strategies to better serve your participants. ​
​
Evaluation is an important part of building a culture of learning and evidence at your agency. An agency or organization that has a culture of evidence is one that is continuously asking new questions about how well their programs and services are working and how they can be improved, building evidence to answer these questions, and implementing evidence-based improvements. ​
​
State agencies can support a culture of evidence by making RESEA evaluation part of a continuous Cycle of Learning and Improvement, in which your evaluation and other evidence-building activities support program design, innovation, improvement, and learning. And what you learn about and improve in your RESEA program can then be the subject of or inform future evaluation and evidence-building activities. And so on.



The planning steps leading up to conducting a RESEA evaluation begin with developing a general understanding of what you want to learn about your RESEA program. These can be called learning goals, which often are high-level questions you have about your program and how it is working. Learning goals can form the core of a learning agenda, which is a broader plan that also sets out how these goals will be met. You may choose not to use these terms; the important thing is to spend time thinking about and planning for what you want to learn and how you will learn it. ​
​
As you begin to prepare for your RESEA evaluation, the learning goals and learning agenda will help you determine what specific research questions you want your evaluation to answer and thus what type of evaluation is best suited to answering those questions.​ These topic are covered in greater detail in Modules 3 and 4. 
​
In Module 4, we will also discuss how your learning goals, research questions, and evaluation type come together with other components to form a statement of work for your evaluation. A statement of work is an initial, high-level plan for your evaluation that you can use to help identify an independent evaluator who will conduct the study. While the evaluator will finalize the details of the evaluation, this plan helps ensure that the evaluation fully addresses your needs and interests. ​
​
And it all begins with learning goals. ​
​



So, what are learning goals? Learning goals specify the areas in which your state agency is interested in generating knowledge and insight about your RESEA program’s services, activities, and/or processes. 


To help identify what you already know and what you still want to learn about your RESEA services, activities, or processes, it can be helpful to ask yourself and your RESEA colleagues questions such as those shown here.
​
For instance, you can ask what components of your RESEA program you and other staff think are important to driving outcomes and in what ways.

You might want to better understand how participants are experiencing your RESEA program and the extent to which their needs are being addressed.

You might also want to know how the program is being implemented across the state and whether it is being implemented consistently or if there are regional differences.​

​Or you might have an idea for a new service or activity that you want to try out to better serve the needs of RESEA participants. ​
​
​Those things that you discover you still want to learn about your RESEA program through posing questions such as these are your learning goals. ​Importantly, learning goals represent the general areas where you want to gain knowledge and as such will inform, but are not the same as, the specific research questions you will seek to answer through a program evaluation.​
​


It is important to build a consensus around your learning goals. The first step is to find out what colleagues and stakeholders find important or want to know about your RESEA program. Different perspectives across departments and staff levels can enhance learning goals. To do this, you can engage in facilitated discussions or interviews with a range of staff and stakeholders across departments who work with RESEA, such as:​
​
· RESEA staff and American Job Center leadership who can help highlight issues that are most pressing to those who deliver services to claimants, can provide insight into claimant responses to different services, and can offer input on what they would like to better understand about participants and services.

· State agency leadership and other staff who can help align RESEA research priorities with other learning efforts across the state. ​

· Researchers who can help determine what has already been learned through previous research and what new questions might be interesting for the state agency and the field. ​
​
You can ask these groups questions like those shown a moment ago. Based on what your staff and stakeholders raise during the discussions, you can refine and reach consensus on your state’s learning goals, which will help you prioritize which you want to include in your learning agenda. ​



Let’s illustrate this process with an example. 

Say that during the process of engaging RESEA staff and stakeholders to develop your learning goals, you asked the question, “What do we still need to learn about our RESEA program?” From the responses you received, you realize that you do not know very much about meeting attendance rates. In particular, you’d like to know if meeting attendance rates vary in any way, such as by the individual characteristics of participants or by the geographic location where they reside or receive services. ​
​
One broad learning goal might thus be: What can we learn about RESEA meeting attendance rates? ​
​
In Modules 3 and 4, we will use this example learning goal to illustrate how it will determine the type of evaluation to engage in and the specific research questions that the evaluation will seek to answer.​
​


Once you have reached consensus on the learning goals for your RESEA program you can consider incorporating them into a RESEA learning agenda. ​
​
A learning agenda is a systematic plan for identifying and addressing priority questions relevant to improving your RESEA program. ​
​
A learning agenda includes two main elements: First, your learning goals, which we have discussed; and second, a review of the existing evidence base for evidence that answers some of your questions.
​



Reviewing the evidence base means discovering what is already known – or is not known – about the effectiveness of programs, interventions, and service delivery strategies similar to yours for RESEA.​
​
The evidence base includes the results and findings from prior RESEA evaluations that document the intervention’s implementation, how that intervention has been systematically evaluated, the findings related to claimants’ outcomes, and how the intervention affected those outcomes.​
​
There are a number of reasons to review the existing evidence base. It can help you:​
​
· Identify effective RESEA interventions you might consider implementing and evaluating, which—once your evaluation is completed—would help add more evidence about those interventions.​

· Learn how other states and agencies have tested their interventions.​

· Identify gaps in the current evidence base that new evaluations can help fill. For instance, your learning agenda can include evaluating a particular RESEA service that your agency uses that has not yet been studied.​
 ​
All of this information can help inform your learning goals and be incorporated into your learning agenda.​
​
When reviewing the evidence base, be sure to keep in mind: evidence should be derived from rigorous impact studies instead of anecdotal evidence. How do you find rigorous impact studies? ​
​
The Department of Labor’s Clearinghouse for Labor Evaluation and Research (CLEAR) is a good place to start. CLEAR is a valuable resource for learning about the body of research that already exists about RESEA-related interventions, what that research says about the impacts of particular interventions, and how confident state agencies can be in the research findings. CLEAR will be covered in Module 5.​
​
In addition, DOL’s Chief Evaluation Office maintains a Completed Reports webpage where you can find additional valuable relevant evidence. And DOL’s Employment and Training Administration maintains the ETA Research Publications webpage that also shares evaluation reports. Besides these resources, you might find other sources of evidence as well—but be sure the evidence is research-based and scholarly rather than simply anecdotal.



While this module provides an overview of how to decide what you want to learn about your RESEA program, additional resources that can help you learn more on this topic are available through the Evaluation to Advance RESEA Program Evidence project of the U.S. Department of Labor. ​
​
Some suggested resources are shown on the screen and links to them are available in the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series overview document.​



Based on what you have learned in this module, consider the following action steps:​

· Identify which staff and stakeholders to engage to discuss what your state wants to learn about its RESEA programs.​

· Identify your RESEA program’s strengths, challenges, and possible innovations that you might want to learn more about with an evaluation.​

· Identify what is known about how your RESEA program helps to reduce UI duration and improve employment outcomes.​

· Visit CLEAR to review the evidence base. For more information about CLEAR, view Module 5.

Contact the RESEA Helpline for additional support or assistance.




You have now completed RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series Module 2. Thank you!


