Participatory Evaluation Research and Community Organizing as Linked Social Change Work with Girls

The only way evaluation research will ever be incorporated into the "real work" of programs is if we make it a natural and critical part of our program development and community organizing strategy work.  We’ve all been a part of research projects whose results rested idle on a bookshelf almost immediately after the process was completed.   Many of us have experienced being “researched” as subjects rather than as active participants in the process – as the “researchers” of our programs and communities.  

Participatory research is empowering because we, and the girls with whom we work, get to become the “experts” on our lives and the lives of our communities – defining the questions and gathering the data to answer them.  It is through this generative process of posing questions, gathering data, analyzing the data, answering questions and developing strategies based on those answers, as well as discovering new questions, that we develop effective constituency-led organizing work.  If done well, it not only provides critical new knowledge (or confirmation of old knowledge), it also shifts the power of research to the people.

The change that can occur from evaluation research is conditional. It is based on a number of factors, including – the group’s capacity for learning based research, an active constituency of girls within the program willing to take on the learning process, the capacity to provide training and skills building for those participants, and the resources necessary to carry out the changes indicated by the findings.  There must be a conscious effort to implement the changes that are reflected as valuable in the evaluation process.  In order for busy people to exert the effort to make those changes, it’s critical that:

· the research outcomes be relevant to the people that they will impact;

· leaders have sufficient time and resources to devote to the project;

· program and organizational stakeholders and leaders be invested in the evaluation process, and the change that might occur;

· action steps are developed to implement the changes, and adequate resources are available to carry out the changes indicated by the findings

· systems are created and responsibilities are identified and shared so that the change which occurs can be sustained.

If evaluation is to lead to social change, it is imperative that the evaluation process be participatory so that it will have genuine relevancy to the group that the change will impact. It requires that programs assess where they are in their life cycle as they consider PER, for instance:

· are they interested in working with girls as researchers on topics identified by the girls as having currency in their lives; or 

· are they most interested in developing formative evaluation processes for designing strategies and program; or 

· are they looking for tools to capture and document change as it happens for the girls, the program and the community?  

Each of these types of inquiry would require a somewhat different focus and level of resources.  Doing participatory research in this intentional way will allow for ownership by the group, and allow the group to understand the validity of the work.  
The participatory aspect of participatory evaluation research enhances our ability to build the leadership and capacity of girls.  It provides a means of being intentional about outcomes for the research that lead to action – whether that action is organizational change, individual change, or community change.  In any case it is action that involves girls as change agents – developing new behaviors, new programs or organizing around a particular community issue.  Fostering a climate of cascading leadership with girls as the generators of information and power – whether training other youth on research skills, talking to the media, or sharing their findings in community and university forums – can be a mighty anecdote to the sense of disenfranchisement that can exist for young people within our communities and institutions.

It is also critical to think about the times when evaluation leads to inaction or even paralysis.  In walking through the research process with girls, there are times when someone has said in frustration:  “All of our questions are just leading to other questions.”  It is important to step back at this point and tell the exasperated teens that this is actually a positive thing. It is challenging not to lose them during the research process as more questions continue to present themselves.  On the one hand, the evolving process of inquiry leads to deeper understanding and critical thinking skills; on the other, concrete solutions are critical to taking action.

Involving girls actively in girl-driven research can move girls who may not consider themselves activists, and programs that do not consider themselves to be social change oriented, toward more of an organizing focus.  Having an evaluation process that allows for the girls to participate in the analysis is valuable. In this way they get to use the learnings from the research as rationale for their approaches and content for their campaign organizing efforts.  It is important to view evaluation as an evolving process so that the learning can be applied as change is happening.  Even as the evaluation is occurring it can be documented and incorporated into the program planning or community planning process.  

There is a transformative aspect to conducting this type of research that can provide a framework for developing action strategies that affects change in discreet ways with girls in the lead.  This does not happen without a certain amount of intentional planning and adequate resources for implementation.

 

So evaluation can lead to social change and organizing, if…

· We begin to convince folks that evaluation is NOT a luxury but a basic ingredient to create lasting change that will be important.

· We acknowledge people’s fear of “paralysis by analysis” and take this idea on with honesty.  It is hard to constantly be unearthing new questions.  It might sometimes get in the way of taking immediate action.  
· We begin to tackle the issue of resources and the general cultural landscape.  People do not operate in vacuums.  We are products of all of the cultures that we inhabit.  We need to push funders to be responsive and allocate appropriate resources for this work.  We need to encourage our schools to foster a culture of inquiry and start developing critical thinking skills, rather than memorization of “facts”.

The process of doing participatory research is transformative on the individual, programmatic, and agency levels.  Individual girls are transformed by the act of asking critical questions and probing the world around them for answers.  They are also transformed by the leadership roles that participatory research affords them, and the opportunity to act as experts on their own lives.  Presenting their findings to the community, whether that be family, friends, peer groups, the media, funders, or university panels and classrooms, is an incredibly empowering experience.  Young women realize that they are the best suited to ask about and analyze their experience and that they do not need to wait for adults or society to tell them who they are, why they act the ways they do, or what they should think.  Being empowered in this way can potentially lead to them taking a critical stance on other subjects and seeking a leadership role in other areas of their lives.
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