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Rapid Cycle Evaluation in Education: A
Practical Framework for Its Processes

Problem

In recent years, Rapid Cycle Evaluation (RCE) has emerged as a critical methodology for enhancing
effectiveness in real time. Despite the increasing popularity of Rapid Cycle Evaluation, much of the
existing literature fails to adequately define RCE or outline its specific processes. The criteria
distinguishing an evaluation as part of the rapid-cycle evaluation methodology remain unclear. This
literature review intends to address this gap by examining and synthesize the application of RCE
within the educational context to develop a comprehensive framework for the RCE process.

Solution

A targeted search was conducted. The primary search term “Rapid Cycle Evaluation” yielded 78 hits.
The secondary search term explored the application of Rapid Cycle Evaluation (RCE) in the education
sector. The search included the terms “Rapid Cycle Evaluation in Education,” “Plan-Do-Study-Act in
Education,” and “Continuous Quality Improvement in Education.” Ultimately, eleven articles
spanning various fields were selected, contributing to the refinement of the framework and offering
valuable insights on how RCE can be operationalized in educational settings.

What is Rapid Cycle Evaluation?

Rapid Cycle Evaluation (RCE) is an evaluation method that allows users to swiftly assess the
effectiveness of specific interventions or programs, implement immediate improvements, and
reassess outcomes. At its core, Rapid Cycle Evaluation consists of two key components: rapid feedback
and continuous improvement (Atukpawu-Tipton & Poes, 2020; Bagby & Rangarajan, 2023; Cody &
Asher, 2014; Resch, 2017; Skillman et al., 2019).

Rapid feedback is the process of collecting, analyzing, and disseminating information regarding the
performance of a program, intervention, or initiative. Its primary objective is to quickly identify what
is effective and what requires enhancement. This tool is vital for organizations, enabling them to
respond promptly to data and make informed decisions. Conversely, continuous improvement refers
to the incremental modifications made to processes, products, or systems based on feedback.
Together, these two components, rapid feedback and continuous improvement, constitute the essence
of Rapid Cycle Evaluation (Atukpawu-Tipton & Poes, 2020; Cody & Asher, 2014; Skillman et al., 2019;
Vindrola-Padros, Brage & .Johnson, 2021).

Essential Takeaways

« RCE can be integrated into existing evaluation frameworks, allowing foundations to build on their
current practices.
« Certain RCE designs, like Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles, can be conducted internally with
minimal cost, making it accessible for foundations with limited budgets.
« RCE promotes active involvement of stakeholders, ensuring evaluations align with the needs and
goals of all parties involved.
« Analyze Current Practices: Assess your current evaluation practices and identify gaps where RCE
could add value.
o Current evaluation capabilities
o Staff expertise
o Technological tools
o Data systems
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STEP 1
Beyond the core elements of rapid feedback and continuous improvement, the RCE process adheres
to a structure similar to traditional evaluation methods. The initial step in RCE consists of strategic
planning or a needs assessment. A needs assessment identifies specific problems within a target
population or system (Chyung, 2015), while strategic planning offers a roadmap to address those
identified needs. Both steps are essential for ensuring that the evaluation is precisely targeted and
anchored in the specific context of the program or system (Cody & Asher, 2014). A fundamental
aspect of RCE, particularly during strategic planning and needs assessment, is the involvement of
stakeholders (Makgamatha, 2009). Anker et al. (1993) identified the formation of a ‘core team’
compromising program implementers, evaluators, and critical individuals with a vested interest in or
influence over the program as essential for the success of RCE.

STEP 2

After establishing the core team and completing the strategic planning and needs assessment, the
second phase of the RCE process involves selecting the most suitable evaluation design. This is an
iterative process; the initial research question often corresponds with multiple potential designs.
However, through ongoing stakeholder engagement, the research question can be refined, leading to a
clearer alignment with the most appropriate design for a targeted and effective evaluation (Bagby &
Rangarajan, 2023; Cody & Asher, 2014).

STEP 3

Phase three of the RCE framework centers on executing the planned intervention. With recruitment,
implementation, data collection, analysis, and reporting procedures established in phase two, this
phase involves carrying out the intervention, collecting data, and analyzing results to inform any
necessary refinements. The goal is to derive actionable insights from the data and implement timely,
evidence-based actions. It may include adjusting the intervention to improve its effectiveness.
Modifications are made if the data indicates that the intervention is not meeting the expected
outcomes.
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