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Finding and Using Evidence
Special Note
This skill building activity builds upon the Theory of Change module’s definitions of theory of change and the three necessary elements (Community Problem/Need, Outcome, and Intervention) with a special emphasis on the evidence concepts provided in this module. It can be used to apply the concepts and principles to real world situations.
Introduction
This exercise gives learners an opportunity to critique two sample theories of changes with a focus on the evidence provided by each program. 

In the first, learners will assess how well the applicant identified and presented evidence for the proposed intervention. Learners will also consider what additional evidence could be informative, what keywords they would use to locate possible evidence, and what they would need to be looking for as they review the articles.

In the second, learners will review the theory of change and review whether appropriate evidence and data documenting the need were presented. Learners then will consider the differences between evidence and need data as well as what additional evidence could be informative, what keywords they would use to locate possible evidence, and what they would need to be looking for as they review the articles.
Key Points and Definitions
A theory of change defines a cause-and-effect relationship between a specific intervention, or service activity, and an intended outcome.
Community problem is the specific problem in the community you have chosen to address through your program/project.
Data documenting the need are statistics document the prevalence and severity of the community problem or need your program/project will address. The best data come from reputable primary sources, (such as government agencies, institutes, foundations, and universities that have conducted their own research), are as current (up to date) as possible, and are as locally relevant, as possible. News reports are NOT primary sources. Data from multiple (reputable) sources increases reliability. 
An Intervention is a set of activities that you have chosen to address the need based on evidence that a similar approach has worked in the past or elsewhere. 
Evidence is information from performance measurement results or evaluation/research findings that inform your understanding of why the intervention you have selected will result in the change identified as the outcome.  Evidence should be:

· Similar: Cites comparable intervention with similar beneficiaries and results
· Significant: Findings show that the program had a positive and statistically significant effect on beneficiaries
· Up-to-date: Recently published or most recent available
· High Quality: Use well-implemented and appropriate research methodologies given the research questions of interest
· Reputable: Source with no stake in outcome and published in a peer reviewed journal or by credible organization
Outcome is the change in attitude, knowledge, behavior, or condition that the intervention generates. 
Sticking Points and Common Issues

The following are a few of the common issues that learners may encounter as they work with theories of change and evidence.
Community Problem/Need Issues:

· Explains the intervention activities instead of presenting data demonstrating the specific problem/issue in the community the intervention will address. 
· The community need and intended outcome are not closely related.

Data Documenting the Need Issues:
· Doesn’t provide any data – only opinions and broad statements about the problem.
· Turns into a data dump with too many indirect or unrelated statistics provided. 
· Uses state or national data instead of local data describing the need in the specific communities where the service will occur. 
· Doesn’t use data from reputable sources that is current.

· Doesn’t show the causes or consequences of the identified problem.

· Doesn’t identify sources of the data
Intervention Issues:
· Description of the design and dosage (frequency, intensity, and duration) is incomplete or unclear.
Evidence Issues:

· Is not significant, high quality or up-to-date
· Doesn’t come from data on program similar to the one proposed (based on design and dosage)

· Doesn’t identify sources of the evidence 

· Doesn’t identify type of evidence (performance measurements, evaluation findings, or research results)

· Doesn’t make a strong case for the choice of intervention
Outcome Issues:
· Isn’t likely to occur based on the specific intervention.

Doesn’t directly relate to the community need.

Exercise

The following exercise offers two case studies for learners to work with to solidify their understanding of evidence – where to find it and how to use it, as well as the distinction between evidence and data documenting the need. 
Learners read each case study and then answer a series questions on how well the program presented evidence for the intervention and data documenting the need.
	Evidence Case Study #1 – Science Education Program

Evidence for the Intervention

	Problem
	Intervention
	Outcome

	According to the National Science Foundation (2010), scientific literacy (knowing basic facts and concepts about science and having an understanding of how science works) in the U.S. is low. The majority of the general public knows a little but not a lot about science. For example, most Americans know that the Earth travels around the Sun and that light travels faster than sound. However, few know specifics about geology or the weather. It is important to have some knowledge of basic scientific facts, concepts, and vocabulary. Those who possess such knowledge are better able to follow science news reports and participate in public discourse on science-related issues. The science community has expressed concern that the public's lack of knowledge about science may have far-reaching consequences (Marscawich, 2009.)

According to the 2009 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) report on the performance of 15-year-olds in 65 countries, the average U.S. science literacy score was lower than the average score for students in the 34 OECD countries. In the XYZ School District, according to 2010 data, 57% of high school students were unable to meet the state earth science knowledge standards and less than 70% knew basic information about the local natural environment.
	AmeriCorps members and community volunteers will provide residential and day programs in ABC National Park year round for students in grades 9-12 to develop science literacy and connection to nature and place. The experiential learning fosters hands-on/minds-on learning in the outdoors. Topics include geology, ecology, weather, and/or plant and animal adaptation. In addition, special three- to seven-day programs are developed collaboratively with school leaders, assuring that district science educational standards and objectives are integrated into the program design. 

Evidence:

Currently we are using the following instruments as listed in our performance measures to acquire evidence. We have had good results from each of these, so our evidence is strong. 

· Members create a portfolio that contains evidence of their growth as educators, citizen scientists and volunteers at science organizations. 

· Recruited volunteers complete surveys and members provide evidence of their impact on other community organizations.

· Students taught by the members complete a survey/ evaluation 

	High school students will know basic concepts of ecology and the unique natural history of the local geo-ecosystem. 




Evidence Case Study #1 – Science Education Program

Questions

Please answer the following questions:

1. Does the offered evidence support the program’s choice of the proposed intervention? Why or why not?

2. How well does the evidence presented address the considerations we discussed (similar, significant, up-to-date, high quality, reputable)?

3. What (additional) evidence would be useful for this program? 
4. If you were looking for evidence for this program, what keywords might you use when doing an online search?

5. What should program staff be looking for in research studies and evaluations from other programs to help them identify an effective intervention to use? Decide whether their proposed intervention is likely to be successful? 

6. What might preliminary, moderate, and strong evidence look like for this program’s intervention?

	Evidence Case Study #2 – Mentoring Program

Evidence for the Intervention Versus Documentation of Need

	Problem
	Intervention
	Outcome(s)

	Youth consistently report that they are disengaged from their school.

Documentation:

According to the 2010 State Prevention Needs Assessment, more than 1 out of every 3 students surveyed responded "no" when asked, "Is there an adult at your school that you can talk to about your problems?" 1 in 5 report that they feel unsafe in school at least some days. Almost 1 in 3 say that they have been bullied at least once in the past 12 months and more than half say they have been picked on by a fellow student. According to the 2008 PNA for the proposed service areas, 30 percent of surveyed students report that they "often" or "almost always" hate being in school. 

	Three full-time members, five halftime, and 60 minimum-time members will be placed throughout a six-county target area to serve as mentors as well as recruit community members to be mentors for at risk middle school age youth. Members and community mentors will spend 3 hours a week with their youth mentee for at least one year doing activities such as homework help, service projects, and enrichment activities.

Evidence: 

Scholars have demonstrated that youth who

are disengaged are at risk for poor academic achievement, skipping classes, sexual activity, substance abuse, and ultimately dropping out of school (National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine, 2004). 

Research has also demonstrated that caring adult role models, such as in Big Brothers Big Sisters programs, increase youth engagement and results in significant, measurable outcomes. (Albert,B., Lippman, L., Franzetta, K., Ikramullah, E., Keith, J., Shwalb, R., et al. (2005) Freeze frame: A snapshot of America's teens).
	Mentored youth will demonstrate improved academic engagement (ED27).


Evidence Case Study #2 – Mentoring Program

Questions

Please answer the following questions:

1. Is the problem/need statement in the mentoring program’s theory of change clear? Why or why not?

2. What data are provided to document the extent and severity of this problem? What data are provided to support the rationale for why this problem exists?
3. How well do these data meet the criteria we discussed (reputable, current, local)?
4. Does the offered evidence clearly support the program’s choice of the proposed intervention? Why or why not? 

5. What (additional) evidence would be useful for this program? How does evidence for the intervention look different from data documenting the need?

6. If you were looking for evidence for this program, what keywords might you use when doing an online search?

7. What should program staff be looking for in research studies and evaluations from other programs to help them identify an effective intervention to use? Decide whether their proposed intervention is likely to be successful? 

Answer Key and Points to Consider
Evidence Case Study #1 – Science Education Program

Please answer the following questions:

1. Does the offered evidence support the program’s choice of the proposed intervention? Why or why not? No
· There is actually no evidence provided. 
· Performance measures can be used as evidence but the specific findings that support the intervention need to be presented. Can’t just offer a list of instruments. 
· Performance measurement data is considered “preliminary” evidence because it doesn’t measure causality. Since it only shows that a change occurred, even if the outcome data shows an impressive amount of change for beneficiaries, it is still considered “preliminary.”
2. How well does the evidence presented address the considerations we discussed (similar, significant, up-to-date, high quality, reputable)?

· Similarity - the performance measurement data is from the program itself, so this is as similar as it gets.
· Significance - only gives broad statements related to tools not findings from their performance measures or other studies or evaluations, so we can’t tell if findings are significant.
· High quality – As noted above, we do not have enough information about data collection to determine the quality of the data collection
· Up to date - don’t know as no date is provided.

· Reputable – presumably the program itself is the source; however, no information about how the program collects or analyzes data is provided.   Strength of evidence – if performance measurement outcome data were provided, it would be considered preliminary. To be stronger on the evidence continuum, they would need to reference a study or evaluation that used a quasi-experimental (comparison groups with no random assignment) or experimental design (random assignment).
3. What (additional) evidence would be useful for this program? 
· Providing performance measurement results from a pre/post test that showed a good percentage of students participating in the program achieved the desired level of knowledge of “basic concepts of ecology and the unique natural history of the local geo-ecosystem.”
· Results from a study or evaluation of a similar program intervention (design and dosage) that used a quasi-experimental (comparison groups with no random assignment) or experimental design (random assignment) that found students that participated in programs like this made significantly greater gains in their ecology/science knowledge than nonparticipants.
4. If you were looking for evidence for this program, what keywords might you use when doing an online search? 

For example,
· Experiential science education program evaluations

· High School ecology education programs 

· Experiential high school science education program evaluations
Tip: Try with and without quotation marks. If nothing relevant comes up, try same searches without the words, “high school” or perhaps similar programs in other subject areas. If still nothing, then more essential to do a really great job presenting their PM data!

5. What should program staff be looking for in research studies and evaluations from other programs to help them identify an effective intervention to use? Decide whether their proposed intervention is likely to be successful? 

· In general, look for experiential science education program that had strong results regarding student learning of core content – especially ecology, if possible.

· Studies that show because students had stronger knowledge of ecology, etc. they took different action, had a greater interest in science or something along that line. 
· Could look at how increased interest in science related to school performance etc – but ToC would be different as need and outcome would have to change.

· Similar – Need to check: Did the other program studied use a similar intervention – design, dosage, age of students, similar science focus, etc.

· Significance – Were the findings statistically significant, and did they show that the intervention caused the student outcomes?
· Up-to-date – Was the study done somewhat recently, like in the last six years? 
· Reputable – Who did the study? Have you ever heard of them? Was it published in a referreed journal?

6. What might preliminary, moderate, and strong evidence look like for this program’s intervention?
· Preliminary - performance measurement results or findings from other studies that don’t meet the standard to be considered moderate or strong.

· Moderate – a study or evaluation that used a quasi-experimental design (comparison group of similar students that didn’t participate in the program)

· Strong – a study or evaluation that used an experimental design (random assignment of students that got/didn’t get experiential science education) 

Other Possible Discussion Questions:
· How might this theory of change be strengthened?

· What else should this program consider?

Evidence Case Study #2 – Mentoring Program

1. Is the problem/need statement in the mentoring program’s theory of change clear? Why or why not?
 NO
· Does not clearly weave data together to document the problem of student disengagement from school.

· Since this program makes no mention of working on conflict resolution skills development or anti-bullying efforts, we can assume these are not focus areas. Therefore, the data on bullying and being picked on do not support this program’s theory of change.

· Should provided data that demonstrate the problems associated with being disengaged from school – like higher drop rates, greater juvenile delinquency, etc.
2. What data are provided to document the extent and severity of this problem? 
· No data on prevalence or severity - How many “disengaged” youth are there in the areas the program serves? What’s the dropout rate, etc.
What data are provided to support the rationale for why this problem exists?
· None provided
3. How well do these data meet the criteria we discussed (reputable, current, local)?
· Reputable – A State Prevention Needs Assessment (presumably of the same state the program is in) sounds reputable. If one doesn’t know what PNA stands for, it is hard to know if it would be considered reputable or not. Tip – spell out acronyms that are not common knowledge (like the IRS…)

· Current – 2010 is fairly recent. 2008 is less so. Tip: Many large-scale statistical data projects do not happen frequently. If citing data that is a few years back and it IS the latest available, briefly mention that.

· Local – does give state data, no local data where program serves. Unknown what PNA data refers to? Might be local, might not be. 
4. Does the offered evidence clearly support the program’s choice of the proposed intervention? Why or why not?  NO
· First paragraph is in the wrong place as it addresses the need, not evidence for the intervention.

· The study in the second paragraph sounds promising but no actual results are presented from that study. 
· Also, there is also no way to know if the intervention designs and dosages were similar, as none of that information is provided to support the mentoring program’s proposed intervention. Mentoring is a pretty general term so it is key to know the intervention specifics to make sure it was from a comparable program before citing it as evidence.
5. What (additional) evidence would be useful for this program? How does evidence for the intervention look different from data documenting the need?

· For starters, provide evidence from the 2nd (mentoring) study cited.

· Evidence should directly relate to the proposed intervention and provide enough information that the reader can see that there is a high likelihood of success using similar activities provided at a similar frequency, intensity, and duration.
6. If you were looking for evidence for this program, what keywords might you use when doing an online search?

· Mentoring program evaluations

· Mentoring program outcomes

· Mentoring program effectiveness

· Mentoring and student engagement (academic engagement?)

· Etc.
7. What should program staff be looking for in research studies and evaluations from other programs to help them identify an effective intervention to use? Decide whether their proposed intervention is likely to be successful? 
· Mentoring program evaluations that show positive results regarding improved student academic engagement
· Mentoring programs with similar interventions (design and dosage)
· Similar age students
Other Possible Discussion Questions:
· How might this theory of change be strengthened?

· What are the key difference you see between data documenting the need and evidence? What would you look for to make sure you used your data in the correct way in your theory of change?

· What else should this program consider?
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