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Why Research?

The Family Matters Teen Girls Programs took part in the participatory research process funded by Girl’s Best Friend Foundation because it offered a framework for thinking critically about shifting the focus of the programs away from the jewelry-making business that the girls had owned and directed since 1989.  By 2003, when the teens took on the participatory research project, the group was considering changing the focus of the programs to another entrepreneurial project that would advance the leadership development and community-building mission of the programs.  Though the interest in making a shift had been mounting, the group was struggling to identify a new direction.  Possibilities ran the gamut – from a dog-walking service to candle-making. The ideas and the commitment to the ideas vacillated almost daily.  The participatory research project was appealing to me as the Program Director because, in addition to teaching popular education and research skills, I anticipated that the project would 1) provide a deliberate, conscious, and organized system for determining the new direction of the programs; 2) allow this direction to be determined by the girls themselves; and 3) legitimize the process in the eyes of both the girls and stakeholders.  Some of the stakeholders were nervous about letting go of a program component that had, for more than a decade, defined much of the Teen Girls Programs’ identity. 

Making the Research Real/Creating the Metaphor

Initially, the teens had a difficult time understanding the value of doing the research project.  Why couldn’t they simply ask the girls in the programs what they wanted to do, and then just do it? Staff reminded the teens of how ineffective that strategy had been thus far, and eventually the teens agreed that it would be valuable to utilize a process that would give deliberate time and attention to the issue.  It became even more appealing to the girls when they learned that they would be paid researchers whose responsibility it would be to make a decision and take action on an issue about which they were vitally concerned:  What would be the new direction of the program?  A critical moment of understanding occurred for the teens when staff reframed the research as a metaphor:

You are trying to figure out if John will make a good friend for you. You could just ask John if he would make a good friend, but that may or may not be a reliable method. Some more accurate and revealing ways might include:  observing his behavior; interviewing his family and friends; cataloguing his interests; and analyzing what you learn. 

Defining the Research Question

Going into the project, the teens already had determined that making money was of less importance to them than having fun, learning new skills, and having a venue for showcasing those skills. They had also determined that they wanted to do some type of art that would allow them to work together. Based on this knowledge, staff and teens collaborated to define the research question:  How does group art-making impact leadership development and community building?  The group decided to explore this question because leadership development and community building are the critical components of the programs and the organization.  The challenge was to find a form of art-making that would allow the girls to develop and express their individual skills and talents in a cooperative environment that would have a positive impact on the community.  In short, the art form that had the greatest potential to contribute to the individual, the group, and the community would be the new focus of the program.  Through the research process, the teens concluded that performance art was the medium that was most closely aligned with their criteria.

Creating the Structure

Staff first identified the group of teens from both Sisters In Unity (SIU, middle school girls) and Sisters Of Struggle (SOS, high school girls) who wanted to be a part of the research team. That self-selected group became the Leadership Corps for both programs for the duration of the project.  The Leadership Corps (LC) had traditionally been the representative groups of teens from each program that worked with staff to determine the policies, goals and curriculum for the programs. Identifying the research team as the LC gave structure, consistency and authenticity to the research process. It also solidified participatory evaluation research as a new critical component of LC’s responsibility. 

Creating Partnerships to Support the Work

Once LC members were identified, the organization partnered with the Shanti Foundation, an organization that collaborates with non-profits to promote peace through art. For the cost of the artists’ time and a modest project coordinator fee, Shanti agreed to match the programs with youth-friendly, trained artist educators for the project. Finally, the program partnered with DePaul University’s Women and Gender Studies department, which provided an undergraduate research assistant who transcribed the interviews, conducted several trainings, and supported the teens throughout the learning process. The research assistant had been hired to be of support to staff in guiding the research project. Her assistance proved most essential as a peer coach to the teens.  Given that she was less than five years older than some of the teens; she was able to relate to their frustrations with the process. She was also able to legitimize the process for the girls, sharing with the teens how their research experience compared to her experience as a scholar at DePaul. The cascading leadership of a peer coach offered motivational strategies to make the process more engaging and fun for the girls while allowing them to see their roles as researchers in a broader context.

“Emily was like one of us. It was fun to have her around.  I could see myself as a student at DePaul.”

All participants, including the LC team during their regular programming days, were engaged in the art-making process with the Shanti artist educators. Each of the Teen Girls Programs groups selected the media with which they wanted to work. The media included: mosaic tile, textiles, painting, quilting, bookmaking, writing/storytelling, performance, poetry, and sculpting.  It became clear as the research process moved forward that many of the LC members engaged in the art-making process at two levels—both as an apprentice art-maker and as a potential trainer/facilitator of the art—which would prove to be a vital gift to the programs and the research. 

As staff learned the research process from Catlin Fullwood, in trainings sponsored by Girl’s Best Friend Foundation, staff translated the process into girl-friendly language and trained the LC research team. The girls learned the seven steps of a research process, from developing the research question to analyzing and presenting the data. 

Teen girls from a sister program, Girl World, also conducted a seminar on the research process that they had gone through the year before. The Girl World peer training was a valuable asset to the process. The part of the session that was particularly revelatory was the specific and challenging questions about the research that the Girl World presenters asked the Family Matters teens.  When the FM teens struggled to answer many of the questions, the FM teens (and staff) began to recognize two essential facts. First, staff realized that it was important for the adult guides to step back even more so that teens could step up and own fully the project. If the teens were struggling to articulate the vision of the project, then they had yet to develop it fully. Second, though they labeled the Girl World team as “stuck up and disrespectful,” (probably as a means of protecting their own egos) after much reflection the teens concluded that they still had much work to do. Although the FM teens were somewhat disappointed by their performance during the Girl World presentation, the experience proved motivational and the group worked with more focused energy thereafter.  The teens were motivated similarly when they attended the Girl World community presentation. 

“Theirs was OK,” said one teen of the Girl World presentation, “but ours is going to be even better.”

“We have a lot of work to do, but I know that ours will be even tighter than theirs.”

Creative Learning About Research

Throughout the process, we used the metaphor of “figuring out if John would make a good friend” to ground each step of the research process for the teens and keep the process interactive and experiential.  Each training session, which occurred during the normal LC time slot, lasted about two hours.  Each session included a warm-up activity, which the staff tailored to the topic for the day, and 15 minutes of joys and concerns, a time when teens had the opportunity to share the gifts and the challenges of the research process. One of the games that the girls particularly enjoyed was the “Who That?” Bingo Game.  After teens and staff identified the groups or resources that could possibly answer questions and all the types of data collection methods, staff created Bingo cards that reflected methods on one side and stakeholders on the other.  Then the girls wrote, on slips of paper, all of the questions that they might want answered through the research process. We pulled the questions out of Mr. Pumpkinhead, the mascot “hat” for the program, and determined together which group and which method would best be able to answer that question.  If the girl had that method or group on her “bingo” card, she put a candy marker on the square. The first girl to fill a row with candy won! (All girls were invited to eat the candy they had collected.) The goal of each training opportunity was to keep the sessions fun and engaging while ensuring that the teens learned the research process.

Comments From the Research Team Verbal Survey: I’ve Learned…..

“I’ve learned that researching is a process. It don’t happen overnight or in one day and you can’t be messing around if you have a deadline to finish by.”



“When we were making jewelry, we were working by ourselves making our

own stuff.  Now, working together, we have to be able to come together more as a group.”

“We all have our  individual ideas, and when we put them together, it blows u. And you make it even better.”

“I know I’m smart now because I can do this kind of stuff. I used to just think I was smart. Now I know I’m smart.”

“I’m glad that we got to decide what we want to do with our program. Now we can’t say we’re bored or that this (performance) is stupid.”

The group developed the research questions based on what the LC team wanted to know and needed other voices or resources to answer.  The “Who That?” Bingo Game allowed the group to operationalize the questions fairly early in the process.  The group used the information agreed upon during the game to create a chart that identified the questions we wanted to ask, why we wanted the answers, who could tell us, and what the most reliable and functional way to get the information was.  

Developing the Tools

To develop the tools, the girls considered three questions: What do we want to know? Who is going to tell us?  What do we want to remember as we develop the tools that will allow the group to share the information? They were also guided by practicality and feasibility. The teens decided fairly early, for example, that they wanted to make sure that they and their program companions had fun sharing their information. Initially, they thought that the girls would have fun speaking into the video camera about their experience with each artist. While the teens did enjoy the camera, they had difficulty being serious enough to give quality camera interviews. Also, LC was concerned about the amount of time that it would take to transcribe interviews, especially since they also had decided to conduct individual interviews with select members of the organization’s Board of Directors. 

Some of the tool development was trial and error. It was valuable to use role-playing with the teens to test each tool.  In some instances, the data was less important to the process than we had anticipated. In other instances, the teens believed the data to be particularly critical to their research and they built multiple data collections methods into the process. For instance, the teens asked staff to pass out one-page surveys to every girl after every session with an artist.  Realizing that girls might be reluctant to complete a survey, LC also planned to come in and conduct individual interviews with a small sample of girls after each session.  It was important to keep the data collection relevant, as the group quickly became frustrated with the process of collecting and analyzing information that brought little insight to the process.

Learning From the Data Collection Process—Turning Challenges Into Learning Opportunities

To operationalize the data collection process, the teens developed a schedule and a responsibility list that identified who would collect what data, when, how, and from whom. When several LC members missed their interviews with the teens after the art sessions, LC was left to determine how to recreate the opportunity to collect individual feedback from representative girls about their art experience.  LC decided that they would learn the art themselves and then facilitate the art opportunity with the larger group in order to recreate the experience and collect the information.  This process proved invaluable. The teens soon discovered that their facilitation of the sessions produced more favorable responses from the group and individuals than when the adult artists facilitated the sessions.  LC interpreted this finding as a reflection of the value of having a relationship with the artist and the value of peer leadership. It is a finding that became a cornerstone for the performance art component:  The teens wanted to make quality art, and it was just as important that the art build quality relationships between both staff and teens and that the teens have clear leadership opportunities within the art-making process.  

From a staff perspective, there were other lessons that spoke to the importance of youth-led work. It was valuable to allow the teens to find solutions to their own challenges.  Also, it proved critical to establish a structure flexible enough for “mistakes” to become opportunities for youth to own their learning process, take responsibility for their choices, and demonstrate their ability to find solutions. The transformational power of the learning process becomes as valuable as the product itself. 

Learning from the Data

Learning for the teens and staff often occurred unexpectedly and serendipitously. One of the most transformative moments for the programs and most affirming moments for the girls occurred when the girls discovered the value of peer facilitation.  While the art made with the professional artist facilitators was of a higher standard, the teens enjoyed the process more with their peers. The data collected, as well as LC observations, revealed that the group had a higher level of cooperation and enjoyed each other more when the process was facilitate by LC members. The research revealed that the relationship that the group had with the LC members was a critical component that was lacking with the professional artist.  For staff, the process reinforced the importance of allowing enough time for each session, which was usually double the amount of time that the session might take with adults.

Presenting the Findings

For the teens, the most enjoyable part of the process was preparing the presentation. The group’s level of commitment to the process increased significantly after they viewed the Girl World research presentation. They wanted their presentation to be equally polished. About two weeks before the presentation, the girls decided on a power-point slide show that outlined the process and the most critical outcomes for themselves as researches and for the programs. The teens decided to decorate the room with their art, interspersed with prose and poetry that described the process, and to use performance in addition to the power-point presentation.  They all agreed that the process was difficult and they were glad that they completed it.  From my perspective, the presentation, which they stayed up almost the entire night finishing and practicing, was one of the most rewarding moments. 

Some of the Girls’ Key Findings of the Research Included:

· Our group did better when we were able to combine our interests and gifts so that 

everyone’s art was unique and equally important.

· What mattered about the art was that the artist felt good about it because that’s when girls wanted to keep working together.

· The girls felt good about their art when they had fun making it and everyone was respectful of what they made.

· The girls liked art because they could express themselves. “Making the art together helped us understand each other better. We had to negotiate things.  We could see when girls felt confident and when they felt bad.”
· The girls responded differently toward art when the adults facilitated the session because adults sometimes focused more on rules (for making the art and for running the sessions), and the peer facilitators focused more on having fun and learning the art.

Applying the Learnings

The project was framed by the organization and adults.  Therefore, the girls’ participation was limited from the start to a particular topic. However, once the topic was defined—in what direction does the organization want to move the programs—the process was girl-driven. The LC girls of that year determined the new direction of the program, using deliberate and focused methods that engaged all the stakeholders from alumnae to current participants.  As the staff person who worked with the girls on the project, there have been several charged moments for me as girls casually say, “Well, I didn’t decide that I wanted to do performance!” Even girls who were a part of the LC group have made such claims, usually during moments when they were frustrated with the performance process. In spite of those instances, it has been affirming to remind the teens that identifying the programs’ new direction was a girl-led process that involved the input of the entire group. Moreover, we all feel confident that the legacy of the Teen Girls Programs continues much as it began, with girls defining the direction.
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