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When I first attempted a participatory evaluation research project with a team of young women I had no idea what I was doing, where the research was going, and what we were going to do with the findings if we ever managed to collect them. Conducting participatory evaluation research proved to be a learning experience not only for the young women, but for our staff, agency, and community.   I learned about participatory evaluation research through the trainings facilitated by Catlin Fullwood at Girl’s Best Friend Foundation. Programmatically I was at a place where I was looking for a project based learning experience that could challenge the young women I worked with.  Many of them already had had experience doing grant making, fundraising, planning agendas, and facilitating discussions. I needed a project that could challenge them to develop a new skill set and that could incorporate some social justice topics into the curriculum.  A participatory research project seemed like an excellent way for the young women to identify and explore the issues that were most important within their community, continue to build their leadership skills, strengthen their critical thinking skills, offer an opportunity to work on employment skills, and indicate if our programs were addressing the most crucial issues for young women today.  

Research as Opportunity

In order to engage the young women already involved in Girl World to take on another responsibility and a six-month commitment I presented the researcher positions as paid employment opportunities. A chance at paid employment is what initially made the project attractive to our program participants. The second year the applicants had seen what the first year team accomplished and were interested in being “experts” on a topic interesting to youth. Due to the success of the first project the second year team felt the role of research was prestigious and wanted the recognition that came with presenting their findings to the community. The second year and third year participants came to the project with ideas they were interested in exploring and expected the project to be challenging, but fun.  

Generating the topics

Our research topics have always been generated by the young women.  The only perimeters that the staff set were that the topic needed to be about youth.  The first year we asked the team to only interview girls but the second and third year teams wanted the male perspective on their subjects and males were therefore included in the surveys and interviews.  Staff originally wanted the youth to explore a “community issue” in the sense of safety of girls in the neighborhood, girl on girl violence or sexist billboards in their neighborhoods.  The first and second teams were more interested in exploring personal politics and subjects that were concerned with their racial and cultural identities.  It wasn’t until the third year that the young women arrived at the topic of girl on girl violence, which was a lesson for the staff to learn.  The young women will arrive at topics in their own time if give the space and freedom to do so.  

Naming the Research

The first year the young women chose “The Hair Project: How do African American young women feel about their hair and what influences them to feel that way.” This subject allowed the young women to examine the historical, political, and personal significance of their hair. The team asked their peers whose hair they idealized, what they wanted to change about their hair, how much they spent on their hair, what hairstyles are considered “professional” and who influenced their hairstyles.  The second year the team was interested in exploring “Why Do Teens Desire High Priced Material Items.” This project probed into the importance teens place on owning brand name items.  

The third year focused on girl/ girl violence and the contributing factors to the conflicts.  Some of the main findings revealed that boys, power over other girls and competition regarding looks are all factors that contribute to girl’s conflicts with one another. The media also plays a role in girl/girl violence by promoting it through talk shows, movies, and ads and portraying female conflicts as trivial, sexual, and funny.

Getting Started

After securing funding from GBF and technical assistance (in the form of a graduate student who helped us to navigate the research process that first year) from Loyola University’s Center for Urban Research and Learning we were ready to create our research team. Staff handed out job descriptions and applications to interested young women and each applicant had to interview with staff and previous team members.  After the team was selected they underwent about six weeks of training by both staff and members from the previous research team.  The youth trainers developed curriculums around the aspects of the research they found to be most challenging the year before. The youth trainer’s insights and coaching have proven to be very valuable for each new team.  During the trainings the young women are introduced to research basics such as creating a hypothesis, data collection methods, confidentiality and ethical research, and qualitative / quantitative coding and analysis.  The team also worked on teambuilding and engaged in a number of social justice workshops that investigated the issues of racism, classism, adultism, and sexism.

Making it Real

Every year the training topics are explored through interactive activities that include role plays, debates, media critiques, articles, films, and games. One of the activities that is meant to illustrate classism in society is the “social class dinner”.  In this activity ever team member is given a role in a restaurant from the owner to the dishwasher. The group engages in a role play were everyone functions in their role and helps to prepare, serve, and clean up a meal for two restaurant goers. At the end of the meal everyone is paid for their duties and allowed to “purchase” some of the left over food with their earnings. The owner can buy the most, the waitress some, and so on. As it turns out the bus girl can only afford a tiny portion even though she worked as hard as everyone else.  The exercise is always thought provoking for the young women and inevitably someone becomes very frustrated when she realizes how unfair the allocation system is.
Practice is Critical

One of the youth trainers created an activity to practice interviewing skills because she had really struggled with them the year before.  In the activity one team member was the “rambling interviewee,” one was the “confused interviewee” and one was the “quiet interviewee.”  Each of the interviewees was paired with another team member who had to be creative when dealing with the particular challenges that this interviewee presented.  This activity allowed the team to practice their interviewing skills and work out the kinks in their questions.  After practicing they realized that some of the questions were not specific enough or difficult to answer and they then changed them before they went out in the field.  One of the young women reflected how challenging the interview process was when she said, 


“ The most challenging part in doing my research was the interviews. 
Most of the people were very vague about their answers, and I had to 
keep asking them to explain or go more in depth.”  

Making sure that the youth get a chance to practice and build their interview skills is critical to their success in the field. 

Deciding the Questions

When we arrived at the point in the research process when we were ready to create the questions we asked the team to brainstorm as many questions as they could about the topic. Each team started with a pretty general topic so the brainstorming process usually served as a time when they narrowed down the subject to what they really wanted to know.  The first team started out talking about beauty and was interested in understanding why it was so important to young women.  We drew a woman’s figure up on the board and started at the top of her head and worked all the way down to her toes talking about all the ways she could “beautify” herself.  We came up with over 150 things she could do to change her physical appearance in order to be more beautiful.  One of the young women remarked,


“It seems as though the natural black woman is used tat (as) the 
definition of what is ugly and what needs to be changed in order to 
beautiful.”  

These kinds of “ah ha” moments during the creation of the research question are vital to making the process real for the young women. The conversations and exploration of ideas are essentially to the research success and it is therefore imperative that the staff allow enough time for the concepts to fully develop and evolve. Staff had to take the time to ask the young women what are the most important issues in their community? What are the most important issues to young women? From these types of probing questions the team brainstormed possible research questions and then worked through the consensus model in order to choose their final question. 

Deciding on the Methods

Every year during the training sessions we introduced different types of data collection methods to the young women. We discussed how the information would differ if we used a questionnaires verses an interview or observation.  Each team member practiced a particular method and shared their findings with the group. When we are sure everyone is familiar with the options the team will choose a method they think will be most effective for their question.  After the data collection methods were determined it was necessary to practice the method a few times before the youth were sent out in the field.  For photo journaling we shot at least two rolls of film and had them developed before we conducted the formal research project. Critiquing the pictures and talking about ways to capture the information more dramatically or to try another angle really allowed the girls to get confident with the method before the real thing.  Interviewing was another skill that we practiced a number of different ways.  We had each member practice doing mock interviews in front of the group and everyone participated in a critique of the interview at the end.  This allowed the group to see interviewing techniques that worked and to be involved in a group learning process. 

Phases of Data Collection

Data collection proved to be both an empowering and challenging process for the teams.  A number of times the young women realized how they should change their data collection methods to make them more effective or realized what questions they should add in order to obtain the information they were after.  By the third year in the process we changed the data collection process so that the team collected one piece of their data completely before they decided upon and designed their second collection method.  Photo journaling was a trying process for many of the girls as they would bring their film in and look at what they actually captured. Many of the photos were unusable and sometimes the young women would get discouraged. One unexpected complication to the project was that different girls excelled at different data collection methods. One of the girls had a very difficult time approaching her peers and interviewing them, but she took amazing photographs.  In an effort to adjust to the varying skill levels we allowed the team members to choose the methods they were most comfortable with and as a result we got back much better photographs and more in depth interviews. 

Keeping the Focus – What’s the Point?

During the first year it was very difficult to navigate exactly where the project was going and what we were going to do with the research findings once we obtained them. I remember at one point towards the end of the project one of the young women was completely exasperated when she realized there was not a predetermined use for their findings. “You mean we are doing all of this work for nothin?” she proclaimed. At the conclusion of the project we realized that the research findings help the staff evaluate if our program is addressing the juxtaposition of racial identity, youth culture, self-esteem, and gender politics which are the issues that the young women are identifying and documenting as the most pressing. 

Using the skills in Everyday Life

In a very concrete way conducting research increased each young woman’s critical thinking and leadership skills.  As the project has progressed over the years we have come to understand that the process of creating critical questions, interviewing peers, analyzing data and media messages and presenting research findings are all incredibly powerful and transformative. It is transformative because it helps them to develop and explore critical questions in their lives.  One young woman summed this idea up when she said during her final evaluation, 


“I learned to analyze more things, everything is much deeper now there 
is always a cause and an effect, I see things in a different way.” 

Another concrete example of this transformation occurred with a young woman who was frustrated by the administrative staff at her school who she felt was the targeting and handing out unfair disciplinary actions against the students of color over dress code issues.  Once she had learned the basics of the research process from our project she decided to design her own data collection method in an effort to capture the targeting of students of color and then use the data to confront the administration.  Seeing this young person empowered to ask critical questions in other areas of her life and to have the tools necessary to explore those questions was really a testament to how empowering participatory research can be for young people. 

Change Takes Time

Even though we have seen a transformation of thought and deepening of critical thinking skills it is important to understand and acknowledge that participatory research does not necessarily lead to an immediate change in actions. We have seen varying degrees of change over the years but we do not believe that change is the only indicator of a successful research project. After exploring the political and historical significance of African American hair two of the young women on the team decided to stop the chemically straightening their hair. The other two choose to continue straightening but felt that now they were making an informed decision. The second year none of the team members decided not to buy brand name clothing even though they knew it was incredibly expensive, and that people were prioritizing brand names over paying bills and college.  In this third year two of the young women stopped fighting other girls, but another member still believes that girl/girl violence is entertaining. One of the young women summarized her change in consciousness when she stated, 

“I found that I am upset that many girls know that they shouldn’t be fighting especially over boys, yet they do and the boy’s answers were even worse. I often find myself being a mediator now. Fighting is degrading and can be avoided, there are alternatives to such acts, but people need to realize that.” 

Change happens at different times and at varying paces for all people and research does not guarantee change, but it does facilitate a consciousness raising process that hopefully plants seeds for future reaping. 

