RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series
MODULE 1

Welcome to the RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning series. This is Module 1: Why Evaluate 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 1, along with Modules 2 through 5, covers the foundations of RESEA evaluations, offering 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 1, Why Evaluate Our RESEA Program? includes the following learning objectives:​
​
· Understand what evaluation is and how it differs from performance measurement.​

· Understand how using evaluation for ongoing evidence-building can help program administrators​.

· Envision what a state with a strong culture of evidence looks like.​

· Feel inspired and encouraged to conduct RESEA evaluations. ​

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.
​

What is an evaluation? An evaluation is defined as: An assessment using systematic data collection and analysis of one or more programs, policies, and organizations intended to assess their effectiveness and efficiency. (Evidence Act).​
​
Program evaluation is a method for building evidence about interventions. The interventions may be a program as a whole or some component of that program. Different types of evaluations seek to generate different forms of evidence, including on how a program, or program component, is functioning, what difference it is making, for whom (which participants), and why or why not. For example, is the program being implemented effectively and as intended? Are the program’s strategies truly making an impact on participants? Which strategies? And which participants?


One way to help you better understand program evaluation is to contrast it with another form of evidence-building, performance reporting – something with which states may be much more familiar.​
​
· Purpose. Performance reporting is intended to report program activities and progress toward planned goals and is often done for program management purposes. Evaluation is intended to build strong evidence to deeply understand how effectively and efficiently a program is functioning.​
​
· Frequency. Performance reporting is typically done on a regular basis as a function of ongoing program management. Evaluations are typically performed only periodically, as they require more intensive efforts over a longer time period to complete. Your state can conduct RESEA evaluations on an ongoing basis and sequence evaluations to build on each other over time as you seek to learn more or new information about your RESEA program. In contrast with performance reporting where you might report the same types of information each time, with evaluation you might examine different components or aspects of your RESEA program with each study. ​
​
· Who. Performance reporting is normally done internally by staff within the state agency that administers the program. Evaluations are typically done by independent evaluators who are external to the state agency that oversees the program that’s under evaluation. 


There are a number of reasons to evaluate your RESEA program.​
​
· First, through evaluation you can learn about your RESEA program. As we’ll see in upcoming modules, your state can set goals for what you want to know about your program and then pursue evaluations that help answer your questions.​

· Next, what you learn from your RESEA evaluation can help drive program improvements so that you can better meet the needs of participants and help them become employed.​

· Finally, evaluating your RESEA program is one part of the federal RESEA legislation. 


Ongoing program evaluation is a hallmark of an organization that has a well-developed culture of learning and evidence. Simply stated, this means that, with a mindset focused on learning, the organization asks questions about its programs with the goal of making program improvements that ultimately meet the needs of the people it serves. ​
​
An agency or organization that has a strong culture of evidence is one that:​
​
· Is an environment where staff at all levels are excited about ways that they can contribute to organizational learning.
​
· Sees how building high quality evidence is an essential tool to support learning and program improvement​.

· Views building evidence as a resource to better serve clients, not just a compliance requirement​.

· Regularly develops evidence using multiple methods such as program evaluations, program monitoring, and routine analysis of administrative and other performance data​.

· Makes program decisions informed by the best available evidence, and when no strong evidence exists, seeks to build it.


State agencies can support a culture of evidence by making their RESEA evaluation part of a continuous Cycle of Learning and Improvement. In the Cycle of Learning and Improvement, your program evaluation – and other types of ongoing activities you conduct to build evidence of the effectiveness of your RESEA program – supports 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. ​
​
For example, suppose that in evaluating your RESEA program, data show that participants living in a certain geographic area are much less likely than other participants to attend a meeting about the program. You may not know why this is the case, and so can make this a question for a future evaluation. Or you may learn from surveying participants that low meeting attendance results from this geography requiring significantly longer travel to the nearest in-person services site. This may inform a solution: offering online meeting options. Once this solution has been implemented for a period of time, further research and evaluation can test how well it is working, potentially informing further improvements.​


In addition to RESEA evaluation being an integral part of building a culture of evidence at your agency, it is also part of federal RESEA legislation. Congress and the U.S. Department of Labor established expectations for state agencies to evaluate their RESEA programs as part of the new Section 306 of the Social Security Act, enacted as part of the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018, which permanently authorized the RESEA program. ​
​
What is behind these legislative requirements? The goal is that each state is ultimately employing RESEA interventions and service delivery strategies that are effective in reducing participants’ UI benefit duration as a result of improved employment outcomes. For this to occur, states need to know what these effective interventions and strategies are, as demonstrated by strong evidence. 


As set out in Section 306 of the Social Security Act, the RESEA program uses a tiered evidence approach. The tiered evidence requirement means not only that existing research evidence be used to design RESEA services, but that new evidence that builds on past studies be produced as part of program implementation.

In its Clearinghouse for Labor Evaluation and Research (CLEAR), DOL developed standards to rate intervention effectiveness that are intended to be used by states implementing RESEA programs. (CLEAR is discussed in more detail in Module 5). States are expected both to use the existing evidence and to produce new evidence by conducting rigorous evaluations of their RESEA programs. The state evaluations can be supported by RESEA funds.

So how do states know what interventions have been rated as effective? Remember that for RESEA, we are looking at an intervention’s effect on two main outcomes: a claimant’s UI duration and employment.
· If there are not yet any studies showing favorable impacts on either type of outcome, then CLEAR will not assign a rating. 
· Once at least one study shows favorable impacts on UI duration (but not employment), CLEAR will assign a ‘potentially promising’ rating. The same is true for any intervention with at least one study showing impacts on employment (but not UI duration).
· If there is at least one study showing impacts on both types of outcomes, CLEAR will assign a ‘moderately effective’ rating. 
· If there are multiple studies showing impacts on both types of outcomes, CLEAR will assign a ‘highly effective’ rating. 
The purpose of the ratings is to help program developers quickly identify interventions that have been shown to have reliably favorable impacts across multiple studies, and to highlight gaps in the evidence base – what interventions do we need to know more about? The effectiveness ratings are not a destination, but more of a snapshot of what is currently known.
Intervention effectiveness ratings change over time and depend on the results of multiple studies of a single intervention, with information about the same outcomes. So, it’s really important to continue to field evaluations and to add these studies to CLEAR to build understanding of what works. 



RESEA evaluation is not only intended to enlarge the national base of evidence for “what works” for programs to draw on. It is important to remember that as with all evaluation, RESEA evaluation is about answering your key questions about your program to continuously improve its effectiveness.​
​
The addition of evaluation to the RESEA program responds to state agencies' interests in learning more. For example, in their responses to a 2018 National Association of State Workforce Agencies questionnaire about RESEA, states expressed interest in evidence on: ​
​
· Claimants’ employment outcomes, to show that services that claimants say are beneficial to them are truly having a positive impact.​

· Which claimants to target for RESEA selection to enhance program effectiveness. ​

· Which elements of an RESEA program are working or not. ​
​
Evaluation findings can provide this evidence about how your program is functioning, what strategies are effective, and what opportunities exist for improvement. It can also help strengthen your agency’s culture of learning and evidence – your ability to regularly ask questions, generate evidence to answer those questions, and use findings for continuous program improvement.​
​

While this module provides an overview of reasons why to evaluate 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.​


You have now completed RESEA Evaluation Virtual Learning Series Module 1. Thank you!

