Participatory Evaluation Research: An Overview

What is Evaluation?

Evaluation is a type of research that allows us to pose questions about our work, and how we do it.  It is a structured process for collecting information from participants and stakeholders; for observing and understanding our communities; for determining the effect of our programs on participants; and for answering questions about how to approach particular issues in order to make change.  The process of evaluation is based in inquiry – posing questions and gathering the information (data) to answer those questions. There are a number of steps involved in the process and the quality of the information gathered is determined by how well or completely we follow those steps.  It is also enhanced by the participation of multiple constituencies in our programs.  There is a role for Board members, for staff, for participants and for community members in defining and answering the questions that are critical to the development of strong program.  
Because program evaluation is conducted in the “real world” of program and community, rather than in a controlled environment, it is not an exact science.  It can, however, tell us valuable things about our programs and the youth who participate in them.  It can also be used to tell us valuable things about our communities – what resources are available, where they are located in the community, where people congregate, safe and unsafe places, etc.  It can be used to capture the voices and perspectives of program participants and community members in order to tailor program to meet their needs.
As funders it is critical for us to understand the “quality” of the experience that girls have in programs – not just how many attended or how often, or even whether they “liked it”.  We need to know about the meaning of the experience for them – did it provide some new understanding or develop a particular set of skills or attributes? Did it encourage a particular kind of behavior; or provide them with an opportunity to bring their voice to an issue.  Did girls feel that they were involved in something bigger than themselves, and what did that mean to them?  It is important for us to involve girls in identifying the issues that are critical to them – their role in their families, violence in the community, girl on girl violence, school consolidation, lack of safe space within the community, or their relationships with their friends.  These are the kinds of issues that affect their ability to thrive and flourish – in our programs, in their families, and in their communities.  Learning how to investigate and deconstruct and analyze these issues is a critical part of learning how to negotiate they daily lives – making healthy choices, planning for personal growth, having hopes and plans for the future, being actively involved in their civic lives.
Participatory Evaluation Research (PER) provides ways of working collectively with girls and community members to find new answers to questions we think are critical to the life and well being of the community.  These questions are posed by the members of the community (community can be defined by identity, affinity or geography), and answered through a structured process of information gathering and analysis. This type of evaluation emphasizes the importance of the collective in the process of evaluation – so girls and program staff become “researchers” of their own lives, programs and communities.  Whether the question is about “the affects of the portrayal of girls and women in music videos” or “what it takes to develop girl’s activism” – the process of choosing information gathering tools and methods and the analysis of information once it is gathered is done with girls. 
Youth as Researchers 

Participatory evaluation research provides opportunities and skills for critical assessment and thinking about the world and how things work.  It uses evaluation as a process for engaging a constituency (in this case girls) in “seeing” and articulating what’s going on in a community or with a certain issue. PER provides a basis for organizing that is outcome focused and leads to action and change.  It demystifies research and makes it a tool for critical thinking and understanding of life for girls.  PER is a learning process with the community as the classroom.  The researcher is the teacher and the guide.  Girls develop the skills of conducting inquiry – 
· Identifying and framing questions of importance to their lives 

· Choosing methods for gathering information (data) to answer those questions
· Conducting data collection activities in the program and community – with peers and other stakeholders (i.e. teachers, parents)
· Cataloguing and analyzing the data in order to find the meaning in the data
· Presenting the findings and applying them to program or life

What does participation really mean?
When we’re talking about participatory evaluation research we are not just talking about feedback – we are talking about ownership – ownership of the questions, the process of data collection, the analysis and the application of the findings.  Participation at this level involves skills building and new learning at each of the stages of development of the inquiry:
· Formulating the problem to be addressed

· Deciding what information should be gathered

· Choosing what methods should be used to gather which data 

· Developing concrete steps taken to gather the data – from whom and where and when
· Analyzing and understand the data in relation to the research questions
· Appling the finding within the program, our personal lives and in the community
· Deciding on what actions should be taken as a result of the learnings.
Role of Researcher 
The researcher in the process of PER is different than in more traditional research paradigms.  They are not the outside expert observer brought in to assess our effectiveness in some quasi-objective manner.  They are a partner with the program and as such act in the role of
· Educator – imparting the skills necessary for our constituencies to be able to understand and participate as peer researchers
· Facilitator – guiding the evaluation research process through the steps of development, implementation, analysis and application
· Resource person – sharing their experience and expertise with research methodologies and approaches so that participants can make informed decisions as they formulate their own inquiry
· Problem solver/trouble shooting – as enthusiasm lags and the never ending nature of the task becomes discouraging and life gets in the way, they are there to refocus, clarify and encourage participants forward in the process 
· Organizer – providing guidance to the process of analysis and helping participants think about application of their learning back into program development and policy advocacy work
Methods of Participatory Evaluation Research
The methods for collecting information are instinctual and ones that we use in everyday life.  The key to PER is in developing an intentional process for using these skills and instincts to collect information to answer the specific questions posed.  It is important to match methods with things we feel most comfortable with – some of us are natural observers, others better at asking questions and eliciting information from others.  Whatever your skill, there is a method for you.  Here are some examples:
· Observation – participant observation and keeping field notes, videography or photojouranling
· Writing – journaling, writing field notes, capturing information and insights from interviews and focus groups
· Listening/questioning – conducting interviews, community surveying 

· Dialogue – engaging groups in dialogue through focus groups or fish bowl type discussion groups
· Interaction – conducting community surveys or getting people to fell out questionnaires about a particular issue
· Creative expression – conducting relationship mapping or community mapping or photojournaling activities
· Outreach/visibility – conducting community surveys in public venues like grocery stores, Laundromats, health fairs, block parties
· Analysis – exploring the data to recognize themes and patterns that help us understanding the meaning of what we are learning
The Role of Data Analysis in PER
Data analysis is a dialogue between experience and knowledge that we, as the inquirers, bring to the research and the information that is imbedded in the data.  Analysis is an ongoing part of the research process – from the framing of the initial questions, the designing of the first program strategy - to the “testing” of a set of beliefs about why and how things happen the way they that do; and what our program efforts have to do with it.  We examine the data using different lenses to answer different questions:

· to describe a phenomena or event or population (i.e. what are the issues that affect girls lives from their perspective)

· to capture the development of skills and characteristics within a particular constituency (i.e. what does the development of leadership in girls look like?)

· to determine differences based on a particular set of variables (i.e. what combination of program elements lead to the experience of safe space for girls).  
We examine, define, conceptualize, code, analyze and interpret the quantitative or qualitative data in order to answer our questions about who, what, when, where, why, how and how much.  We use analysis as a light to guide our path as we move forward in our efforts to make changes in society and in people’s lives.  

Analysis tells us different things at different points in our process of learning more, and understanding our work better.  At the formative level of evaluation it tells us what to do, and what approach to take in doing it - based on what we have learned about the people we are trying to engage.  At the process level it tells us the steps that we need to take in mapping out our approach; and what we do and do not accomplish along the way.  At the level of outcome our analysis will tell us what effect we have had on participants in the course of our efforts.  At the level of impact it will tell us something about changes in circumstance and the social standards of the environment.
Using PER for Social Change
In order to change the world, it is necessary to develop the skills to define, analyze and articulate the realities of our environments.  To know how things “should be”, we need to understand the social order as it currently exists and is understood by members of the program and the community – to understand the way things are, in order to be able to imagine a new reality.  Our ability and willingness to make change lies in our belief in the value and accuracy of our vision - of a redefined reality.   Participatory Evaluation Research can provide self-defined opportunities for learning through a process and structure for imagining and realizing new possibilities for our programs, our communities and its members.
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