Stakes are high: Participatory Action Research, Outcomes and Impact

“Evaluation is a political act that can empower or disempower” (CBO participant responding to a three-part reflection given in a focus group immediately after attending the Public Science Project’s Critical Participatory Action Research Institute) 
Community Based Organizations (CBOs) that work with children and young people are faced with a tall order in the current socio-political climate. These organizations must find innovative ways to support the development of 21st century skills for young people, develop the staff in their organization, as well as create meaningful impact on communities.  Although there is insufficient funding to accomplish these aims, there is currently more funding for the field of youth development at the city, state and federal level than in years’ past (The Finance Project,?). This funding is heavily tied to demonstrating positive outcomes for young people (Zeller-Berkman, 2010).  The increase in funding under Bush to 3.6 billion in federal funding annually (The Finance Project,?) and now Obama, is in part due to a heavier investment in accountability, research and evaluation (Little et al., 2008).   For many in the non-profit community the emphasis on outcomes is simultaneously necessary, important and overwhelming.  

Similar to the field of education, experimental evaluation models remain the gold standard in youth development (Catalano, et al 1998).  Experimental designs must have control, radomization, and manipulation.  Even seeking that level of control, at times seems misaligned with the glorious complexity of high quality youth work.  Is there space for differing research designs and epistemologies in the context of an outcomes-driven youth funding and evaluation climate?  

Some CBO’s, youth development funders, and academics would claim there is room for epistemologies like participatory action research and participatory evaluation (Zeller-Berkman, 2010; sabo? Smith, personal communication).  In fact, it may be necessary to speak back to a push for accountability that is often disconnected from the input, desires and guidance of those to which CBO’s should really be accountable; the youth and adults in the communities in which they are based.  With a global interdisciplinary and activist history that reaches back to Paulo Freire (1970), Orlando Fals Borda (1979), Anisur Rahman (1991), and Kurt Lewin (1946), PAR braids critical social science, self-determination, and liberatory practice in order to interrupt injustice and build community capacities. Beyond a particular qualitative or quantitative method, PAR is an approach to doing research…a set of commitments (Fals Borda 1997; Torre, Fine, Stoudt, & Fox, 2012; Zeller-Berkman, in press).  Youth PAR and youth participatory evaluation (YPE) build on young people’s strengths, expertise and ability to create knowledge about the issue and programs that impact their lives.  There is remarkable alignment between youth development theory in which young people are viewed as assets and youth participatory action research and youth participatory evaluation’s emphasis on partnering with young people to engage in inquiry and knowledge production. 
While there are some innovators currently doing work with PAR with youth in schools and out-of-school time (Kirshner, 2006; Cahill, 2004; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Cammarota & Fine, 2008), there is a host of untapped potential for utilizing PAR during out-of-school time.  More research is needed to document how organizations are using this approach, its impact and what supports they may need along the way.  In order to address this gap in the research, The Public Science Project, with support from the Robert Bowne Foundation studied five youth serving organizations before and after their participation in a five-day institute on Critical Participatory Action Research. The findings from this study reveal the challenges and possibilities of doing PAR in youth serving organizations within the larger context of outcomes driven funding climate.  

Research Design

For over 12 years, the Public Science Project (PSP) has worked to democratize the scientific enterprise – expanding notions of expertise, creating alliances across communities, and influencing organizational, community, and policy change.  PSP has collaborated with CBOs locally, across the US, and internationally to expand and extend participatory practices and structures, to develop participatory methods and evaluations, and to build capacity among staff and the youth they serve. One of the staple offerings of the Public Science Project is an annual Institute on Critical participatory action research (PAR).   The CPAR institute provides academics and CBO’s the opportunity to learn, critique, and actualize participatory action research. 

In 2012, people from over 100? organizations and/or universities, and six continents applied to participate in this professional development opportunity.  The institute includes five days of STATE ALL THE THINGS THAT HAPPEN AT THE INSTITUTE FROM THE AGENDA  OR NOT ?Of the 45 spots at the institute, 17 were occupied by people from CBOs or those in university/CBO partnerships.  Seventeen people from ten organizations (or university-CBO collaborations) were contacted to be part of the research study. Of the seventeen, eight people from five organizations that met the following criteria were invited to participate in the research study:

· organization working in out-of-school time

· have an expressed interest in engaging PAR with youth 

· commit to all five days of the Institute

The organizations interested in joining this research study varied in size and focus of their work and were located in New York, Virginia, Michigan, Minnesota, and Connecticut.  

The research design was guided the following research questions:  

1) What was the experience of CBOs who attended a five day capacity building institute in Critical Participatory Action Research.  Specifically:

· Where participant’s expectations met

· What were the “take-aways” from the capacity-building experience

· Where are the gaps in this capacity-building experience 

2) What is the experience of CBOs working in out-of-school time as they integrate participatory practices into their organizations and in their work with young people?  Specifically what are the challenges and possibilities for:

· youth engagement and leadership within the CBO?

· youth-adult partnerships?

· sustaining participatory practices?

3) What are the challenges and possibilities of doing critical PAR in an outcomes-driven funding climate?

In order to answer these questions and test this hypothesis the selected CBOs participated in semi-structured interviews, a focus group, and ethnographic participant observation about their work at four points in time: 

Time 1 Pre-Institute Interviews:  Interviews were conducted with members of each organization, with a total of eight interviews across the five organizations. Participants were asked about their current approaches to teaching and learning, their current approaches to youth and civic engagement, their understandings of PAR, and their aspirations for engaging a Participatory Action Research (PAR) approaches in their work (please see attached protocol).  All interviews took place in the two weeks before their attendance at the Critical PAR Institute.

The Critical PAR Institute consisted of five full days June 4-8, 2012.  A diverse group of 45 participants from all over the United States and Canada gathered to learn the history, ethics, and methodology of critically engaging participatory, action-oriented approaches in research and practice.
Time 2 Participant Observations during Institute:  Ethnographic participant observations of the Institute and of the participants’ engagement with the Institute were conducted on a daily basis.  Specifically, observations were recorded on:

· Monday June 4th, 2012 9:30-10:30

· Tuesday June 5th,  2012 9:00-5:00

· Wednesday June 6th, 9:00-5:00

· Thursday June 7th, 2012 1:45-5:00

· Friday June 8th, 2012 9:30-3:00

Time 3 Post-Institute Focus Group: A focus group was conducted immediately after the Institute.  There were seven participants representing each of the five organizations.  The protocol focused on shifts in understanding about PAR as well as shifts in approaches to teaching/learning/and engaging with youth and civic engagement.

Time 4 Follow Up Interviews:  In September/October 2012, a second round of interviews were conducted with the same group of participants.  Although some attrition occurred, interviews were conducted with six people from four of the five participating organizations to assess any shifts in approaches to teaching/learning/and engaging with youth, PAR, and civic engagement; and/or development of programming and practices that incorporate participatory methods and approaches. Themes that emerged in relation to doing PAR within the larger context of an outcomes-driven funding climate from the initial interviews and focus group were then included for further exploration in the follow-up interviews.  The follow up interviews included both individual and group interviews depending on the site.
Analysis 

Interviews and focus groups were tape-recorded transcribed, and analyzed using a grounded theory methodology (Strauss & Corbin,1994).   The transcripts from the interviews and focus groups were organized by question and then thematic codes were examined within and across the interviews.  A preliminary analysis of the initial interviews, observations and focus group was conducted in June, 2012.  The first analysis revealed a theme related to doing PAR within the larger context of an outcomes-driven funding climate in the field of youth development. Questions about this theme were then included in the follow-up interviews and included in the second round of analysis that included all data points conducted in November, 2012.  MENTION JOSSELSON AND LEAVING IN MANY QUOTES OF PARTICIPANTS

Findings

What were the CBO’s experience of the Critical PAR Institute?

An analysis across the interviews conducted before the institute revealed a desire on the part of attendees for exemplars, stories and methods related to doing participatory action research. People also expressed a desire for tools that would help them with their own PAR projects.  A snapshot of a participant observation below offers a sense of the participants’ engagement in the institute and some of what they were offered:  

Tuesday June 5th
10:50am – Participatory Survey Design

Brett Stoudt, PhD presents on participatory quantitative survey design with the examples of the Morris Project and a study on privilege. Over the next days the group will go through the entire process, from principles, to design, data collection, and analysis. 

The collaborative development of a survey is presented as a tool to deal with issues of expertise and situated knowledge, to produce better questions, items, language, etc.).  A tool that community-based researchers will feel familiar with, and serve a starting point for the project and towards qualitative methods.  Participants make comments and ask questions, generating a discussion about how PAR does not stress the qual/quant divide but rather: What is knowledge and where is it located?  You can do that with words or numbers, iteratively. He then illustrates these points with details about the various stages of PAR survey design, using a study of bullying in privileged school as example. Brett shows a sample of the first draft created by that PAR team and invites participants to talk about what they can learn about the youth researchers and the team’s process from the survey. This discussion models the kind of facilitation done in participatory survey design.  The group engages in a lively conversation.  An operational definition of bullying; tensions about the concept revealed in the use of the word intimidation; focus on regular psychological bullying, as opposed to a one-time event; attention to feelings and emotion, focus on victim; no exploration of other aspects of bullying; neither attention to context or structural issues; implicit in some of the questions, but not explicit; there seems to be theory of what they are studying (connecting bullying with self-esteem and negative emotion); use of Likert scale, but towards the end there is an organic move towards qualitative, open ended; use of formal language which communicates their stereotype of what research should look like. 

This exchange is lively and participants have a chance to try out the process of developing research questions through the participatory development of a survey. Brett then offers six principles that participants can use when engaged in this process.  There are questions about the tension between facilitating and leading on, the impact of doing a PAR project versus doing a survey by oneself, the length of the process and other details. Brett then discusses the various phases of participatory survey design and what can go wrong. Finally he facilitates the collaborative design of a survey about inequality. Participants make a list their definitions, analysis, and theories about the topic. 

This snippet reveals that participants were able to learn methods, hear exemplars and engage in participatory processes to model the concept being taught.  Other observations during the institute demonstrate that participants were presented with a variety of stories, methods (i.e. survey design, mapping, focus groups) and tools (i.e. problem trees, sample IRBs), historical background on Critical PAR, time to engage in critical conversations, group clinics, presentation on ethics, “research for what?”, and time to share their own work with others as well as work on their projects with the team from their site.   

Focus group data and observations from the institute reveal four major themes as reflective of participants’ institute experience: 

· Importance of “team” participation – Observations and the focus group revealed that organizations that sent teams benefited greatly.  Individuals within teams were able to develop a shared language.  In some cases they had conversations with each other that they described as not normally occurring because of their different roles or lack of time.   

· Depth of understanding rather than shift – Participants noted less of a shift in their understanding than a deepening of their ability to engage participatory approaches. They described an expansion of their methodological toolbox for conducting PAR, were able to name aspects of their own projects that needed fixing and attention, and an overall deepening of their feelings of self-efficacy. The group clinics where people work-shopped their own projects were mentioned as very valuable to participants.  
· Viewing all research as political-During the course of the institute participants came to see the culture of evaluation on out-of-School time as a political act with political consequences.  In the interviews people mentioned the constraints under which they worked with funders, city agencies and the community.  The organizations were able to go deep into some of the possibilities and challenges of doing PAR because all of those constraints were out of the picture.   
· A Safe Space for Deep Networking:  The networking that happened over the course of the five days with other people across the U.S. and Canada, who work with young people and who have a similar perspective on youth development was mentioned as very inspiring for people.  The Institute was described as a safe space in which they could discuss some of the challenges they faced.  They could address issues in youth development with peers.  The observational data revealed that the institute modeled how to create egalitarian relationships as well as space for tensions, critical questioning and inquiry.  Participants articulated that they experienced a true engagement with some of the challenges that were raised over the course of the five days because the whole institute was modeling for them a space that was participatory and critical. 

Reflections on the institute shifted somewhat after a few months back in the context of their own organizations. All sites still mentioned the institute positively, citing the tools they were given, the ways in which they modeled their own research camps and practices after the models offered at the CPAR institute, their intentionality related to participatory practices, and the personal connections they made at the institute. Some even made comments like: “there is no way we would ever done this project without having attended the institute. I mean I learned pretty much 99.5 percent of what I know about PAR at the institute” (participant from organization #4, post-institute interview). However, there was a sense that people needed more supports to deal with the challenges of implementation back in their organizational context.  For example, one participant put it this way:

“I think the thing about the PAR institute is that, when you are there you are excited about it and everything seems great and you are in this world in which these kind of projects are so easily created.  Everyone will understand how brilliant this is because you understand it.  When they are like ‘we don’t get it’ but “how don’t you get it?... We get this’.  Then you hit the real world.  The academic world and the non-profit world are two different worlds and it is hard for me sometimes to see how you translate that stuff into what one would do in a transfer school analyst or on a regular basis for an organization such as ours.”

The experience of “entering into the real world”, where par theory translates into practice in CBOs, can be both challenging and exciting as detailed in the next set of findings.

SHOULD WE INCORPORATE THIS QUOTE INTO THIS SECTION????

S: I would like to come back every three months and see what we are doing, and have the amazing advice of the scholars and beautiful people who have such a great passion for what they are doing and can encourage you.  But I keep them in my heart and they are encouraging because, aside from not being able to have them in person, but knowing they would welcome any inquiry, knowledge exchange, discussion. But the excitement of being there, and knowing their passion and feeling it every second for  how they care for what they are doing,  and feeling it every second, I kind of miss that. 

Or 

I think coming back from the institute is definitely possible to apply the general concepts to the day to day. GSS
What is the experience of CBOs working in out-of-school time as they integrate participatory practices into their organizations and in their work with young people?  

	Organization 
	Type 
	Intended use of PAR 
	Actual PAR project completed at time 4

	Organization #1, NYC
	A multi-service organization supporting youth and families in New York City towards self-sufficiency through a network of services that foster a sense of safety, belonging, and skill-building.

This organization offers community-based prevention programs and school-based programs in various neighborhoods of New York.
	Integrate PAR into the 

annual youth summit

Conduct a youth-led, 

community needs assessment

Set up a research apprenticeship or mentorship

in the evaluation unit
Have youth be involved in evaluating the programs 
	-30 young people in BX attended a research camp, developed and conducted a survey, and did a documentary about what it means to be successful in the BX and tools they need.

- Used mapping they learned at the institute in a focus groups with graduates from a program 

	Organization #2, VI
	After-school Music 

Education Program
	Youth Participatory Evaluation
	-Got IRB approval

-Recruited the young people to be co-researchers

	Organization #3, MI
	An academic support and advocacy program that works with recent immigrants (parents and children).  Associated with U Michigan.
	She plans to teach a PAR

course at Kalamazoo and 

link it to the non-profits 

with whom she works. 

	Not available for follow up interview

	Organization #4, CT
	Youth services bureau for a small city in Connecticut.  The org has the contract from the state to run a summer employment program for 120 to 150 teens in the summer time. The organization also runs a recreational teen center for high school and middle school kids. They also offer service referrals for parents and playtime groups for small children.
	A PAR project with the young adult leaders in the Community Peace Teen program and the partnering after school program, 

	-Designed and implemented a youth research camp

-Youth co-researchers developed and conducted 41 interviews about school reform 

-Young people developed presentations on their data for school officials 

	Organization #5, MN
	A family education center in Saint Paul Minnesota that carries literacy interventions through a culturally relevant model and a focus on parental and youth empowerment.
	PAR project set up as a college course at the University of Minnesota. Students are getting high school and college credits for participation aligned with the core standards.
	Recruited 10-15 young people for the class

Built curriculum 

Built institutional relationships


We started off with some research camp, kind of curriculum, combined with some curriculum on anti-oppression work on sexism, racism, things like that. And to varying degrees did a good job connecting those workshops to the question of school, and what happens at school. We did not get that great, and well do a better job in the future, but we did have some interesting conversations about, we did school mapping and.. so we had asked one of the questions in the school map- we did it with some guided questions and one was  ‘where do you feel least safe or where do you feel most safe?” and the young women kept putting in the hall. I didn’t realize it was the young women. They kept saying in the hallways. And at first I really didn’t get it was from the young women. And then it really came out in their stories that they just experienced some much sexual harassment –they just didn’t  know to call it that- but so much sexual harassment form their peers in the hallway so that really like an unsafe space. And connecting that to the conversation, it  came out of the conversation about sexist. So we succeeded at that. And we did, we prepped them a lot on interviews. They interviewed each other a lot.  They also interviewed each other a lot to kind of hone in what our first round of interview questions would be. There are some interesting debates around word choice around interview question. One young woman coming out of the sexism conversation really wanted a question a about sexual harassment, and other were like ‘no. I’m not asking that, I’m not saying those words’. They were really blocking it. And we just kind of decided sexual harassment is mostly words that come out with stigma and most people are going to say ‘no. that did not happen to me. We kind of had conversation about how to get the most accurate information. (participant from organization #4 in post-institute interview)
I think I completely understand it is really messy work and I will run into challenges and obstacles and I will have issues come up and that it is actually a good thing because that means it is working, right? (participant from organization #5 in post-institute interview)

Interview transcripts revealed stories of engaging research camps, mapping exercises, interviews, surveys, critical conversations, performances/presentation of research findings.  The data also reveals that PAR can be messy; there are contradictions. There are differences of opinion in groups and emotions about injustice or people’s experiences with schools and programs that enter into the research process.  There is critique and space to push back against even the group’s own research questions, framing and process.  The institute helped the staff in these CBO’s know that the “mess” is important.  It helped the participants’ value emotions and difference of opinion.  It helped them figure out how to foster a space where difference is invited and personal emotions and experience are integral to the research process (Torre, ???).  

In follow up interviews with four of the five organizations and six participants, there were clear benefits and challenges that arose from the experience of doing PAR in their CBOs.   The benefits of engaging in PAR in the CBO context were:

· Increased youth engagement/leadership

· Deeper adult-youth partnership

· Increase in participatory practices across the organization

· Increased validity of research instruments and analysis?

Challenges included:

· Insufficient time

· Pull between structure and room for participation in curriculum development

· Lack of institutionalization

Youth Engagement/Leadership

Interviews revealed that many participants articulated youth-centered and strength-based approaches coming into the institute.  The participants stressed the role of sports, the arts, culture, families, and civic engagement.  Yet, only two of two organizations reported using explicitly participatory approaches to teaching and learning, and only one articulated the role of participatory research in their approach.  Follow up interviews with the sites that had completed their PAR projects at the time of the interview revealed that even for those with backgrounds in youth leadership work were impressed by the impact of using a PAR approach on youth leadership:  

“…one of the interesting things, as someone whose background is in youth leadership work, is that PAR as an epistemology… is very effective at building leadership. My students, I would say on of the best things that came out of the project was that not all, to varying degrees they were really able to -in particular several that had been for a long time as far as I can tell been labeled unsuccessful in the classroom and schools and at various levels of marginalization is school- really turned a corner. And the fact they were able to feel successful in this learning environment we created together, whether their knowledge, questions, and opinions were so valued, that I noticed a huge change in them. So that was really fantastic to watch that happen.” (participant from organization # 4, post institute interview)

This participant went on to talk about how co-constructing knowledge and creating research is an effective way to build confidence in an “academic” realm even if they had felt marginalized in school settings in the past.  

Participants reported a change in young people, but also in the dynamics between young people and adults.  Participants reported thinking more intentionally about sharing power and who took the lead from larger things like coming up with research questions to small things like summarizing information:

I think we were very much focused on always being mindful of our relationship with the participants, and the first day beginning with a very broad question about conversation about what is research and who is a researcher. And every day beginning with an icebreaker trying to help from that relationship and trying to get people focus on being in the room. I almost feel that that almost kind of group work approach,  I don’t  think we would have done that intentionally without having been at the institute. So that, and looking very explicitly, being very explicit about opportunities for participation, always looking for ways the young people could- even simple things like if we were going to review a document, have the participants review the document to their peer, or anything that we could do to get away from our talking. And having them have opportunities to write on the board or organize information. We had one piece were we had identified five subthemes of success we wanted to zero-I on , but we had a list of 20 and we gave everyone five stars and they voted. And it was also doing it- we would have previously done show of hand, but we did it like that so everyone would have a voice even if shy, and also it nicely mimicked how you do a pilling. So just being open to creativity and how you create connection between science and art was very present. And you did a lot of work to on bringing literature. So they came up with idea about success and them we had this really cool meeting where we lined up what their ideas were and what the literature says, and we created this one poster that we have that is very cool. A group of kids put what we say, what the literature says, and kind of where we disagree. (Participant from organization # 1, post institute interview)

OR USE THIS ONE

“…we could let them know them know they could take the lead on it. That was the intention we brought into that space where we were actually working with them. ‘who wants to summarize this information?’, ‘who wants to read this out load?’, ‘who wants to explain this more?’ you know? And then making sure that we acknowledged and respect all the different types of knowledge in the room”. (Participant from organization # 1, post institute interview)

Being more comfortable with “letting young people take the lead” was a sentiment echoed by a participant from organization # 2 in a post-institute interview.  Although, they are only in the recruitment phase of their PAR project, after the institute, they reported doing “CPAResque things even though it was not research” in which young people were invited to lead or co-lead with adults in a way that this executive director expressed feeling more comfortable after his experience at the institute.  A “PAResque” approach was seeping into the way they worked with young people in the organization. 

Beyond impact on youth; impact on adults, programs, and research 

Many of the participants reflected on being better able to relinquish control and deepening their collaboration with young people through the PAR process.  For those who had been trained to “have clear boundaries with youth” to demonstrate who was in charge in the youth program setting, there was some unlearning that had to take place.  Some participants expressed that PAR enhanced their commitment to viewing young people as assets:

I guess I always felt young people have amazing insights and capabilities that often go unrecognized in our society and we often patronize young people and believe they are capable of much less than they really are. So I believe this for me has been, I guess contributed and enhanced my belief they are a source of amazing information and that when we listen we find out so much, and we have to ask more  (participant from organization #2, post-institute interview)

One site reported that the participatory approach that they were using in their PAR work with young people not only had an impact on the youth and the relationships between youth and adults, but on how they began relating to other staff in their organization. 

“…But an example for me with the staff and how that is translated into the day to day with the program staff is that now we had- it kind of evolved and then it was recognized- we had introduced ice breakers into program meetings, just to chill people out. And then we realized that the ice breakers we were using were really about establishing common grounds so that we would, for instance, have a meeting with the after-school staff, and so the ice breaker was ‘tell us about your first involvement with an after school’ and it was kind of school because some of the staff said ‘this was the first program I was involved with’ but some of the program staff  were saying ‘ I worked at an after-school in college’ and another person would say ‘my kids were in an after school’. So we all kind of established our stake and that we were all stakeholders in after-school programs with a lot of commitment to them and perspective. Similar the transitional living program, we went around and talked about what our first job was. So to me I kind of realize wow, we really have developed this process in these meeting about power relation and establishing common ground and common purpose.  And I think this was very influenced by the institute. (participant from organization # 1, post institute interview)

Engaging in participatory practices and power analysis became a commitment when working with both youth and adults.  Both sites that had completed their PAR projects explicated clear benefits to research and evaluation when incorporating participatory practices.  One mentioned that some of the things on the survey that was co-created with young people for the project she could have come up with, but that were other things “that would have never come to mind” (participant, organization # 1, post-institute interview).  Another staff from organization # 4 put it this way: 
A PAR approach has definitely taught me that people who are 'the subjects' of the research need to be in the room from the first, including designing what the research questions have to be. I learned that really early on… when we interviewed youth to hire them and we created our questions about school, and this and that. And they all talked bout favoritism. And that to me was a great lesson because has designed the interviews questions about youth experience and never would have asked about favoritism.

For one site whose participants in the institute ran the evaluation unit for the organization, the process of having young people give input on their evaluation tools and analysis made staff more willing to give input instead of seeing them as the sole experts.  When they brought in a survey for collective analysis that they had been using in the program for years their staff helped them to see some of the results in a new light.  A participant remarked that the interpretations they had “are not ideas that we would have come up with.” (participant, organization # 1, post-institute interview).
 and having all these scary needs. So having to be sensitive about ‘look, we have you covered here and this work is really just about enhancing that and that it wasn’t only the kids who got something out of it, but that a tremendous amount of the experience was  going to translate in our relationships with everybody and in our in depth understanding with the programming. Just being really aware of how to present our what we did
One participant even lauded the benefits of using PAR as a means in which CBO’s could support young people to be involved in education reform. 

 I do think that PAR, in terms of being a tool in the school reform movement, is huge. One of the things we were successful at, and was so proud we were able to do, was our tone. The fact that we presented our research finding, and not blaming teachers or anybody, but in the context of 'this is a system that needs to change.' Students wrote really beautiful things about why it needs to change and why they care. So I was proud of that because we had the superintendent and teachers come and hear the presentation and they were not turned off. We basically had overwhelmingly positive reviews, which isn't to say there won't come a time when we are really turning off the superintendent and teachers, but that time has not come for us. And so the fact we were able to enter the scene with this neutral tone 'listen, this is the research we did, this is what we found (participant from organization # 4, post institute interview).

Being “researchers” allowed this group of young people and CBO staff to reach an audience that may not have otherwise listened to them (USE MARIA’s or MAddy’s writing on this) 

With all these benefits of using critical PAR in youth serving organizations, it is not without its challenges.  A major challenge of participatory research, participatory program design and participatory practices is that it takes time.  One participant articulated the pull between being realistic about her work load and being committed to a PAR approach:  

“…I was already really excited with “oh my gosh the approach”, and you want to go change everything and like with this project… I am very happy with the way it turned out but it was also a reality check because it took a lot of our time and I am here thinking I would not want to do this again until  next summer because have so many other projects” (participant, organization # 1, post-institute interview).
Another participant echoed the sentiment that they did not have enough time even with five weeks and 25 hours a week to do both surveys and interviews.  She also struggled with how to create a balance between how much she and the other facilitators could structure ahead of time and how much to leave open for the group to shape.   
Across the people working in CBO’s and those working in CBO university partnerships there was a challenge with institutionalizing PAR so that it move from being a one-off project or class to being a permanent fixture in the organization of institution.   There are many factors related to why it is challenging for PAR to become the prevailing approach in a CBO, but some of the findings related to the challenges and possibilities of doing critical PAR in an outcomes driven environment offer interesting insights. 

 3) Challenges and Possibilities of doing critical PAR in outcomes driven environment

In the pre-institute interviews, many organizations talked about the challenge of implementing youth-centered commitments.  In particular, the CBO members spoke of the challenge of implementing their youth-centered missions in relation to issues of research and evaluation.  Participants articulated a shift in the landscape of youth development organization in relation to funding and evaluation:

And other than that we have a process by which we apply for funding locally, and that is overseen by that commission on youth and family that I spoke of earlier. So over the years the process has become much more competitive and much more astringent in terms of outcomes and evaluation. I have worked with the director of the organization closely trying to refine our outcome goals and you know, make them meaningful, you know, in terms of what they want to see. It has been an extremely frustrating process I think, because it is process with very astringent rules. When I first came there, pretty much if you looked like an organization that was helping kids they gave you money [laughs]. And now, you know, they have gone through multiple changes, every year we have to go through a whole new system for showing our evaluation process and what data we are collecting. Honestly it has become a bit of a witch hunt and they are looking even to cut programs.. It is extremely frustration because it used to be— there was a very collegial feeling to the work, there was a very positive—you know? “We want to help you get better at what you do”. There wasn’t a very punitive feel to it at all. But this year there was a very punitive feel to it. (participant organization # 2, post-institute interview) 
A participant from organization # 5 remarked on evidence based practice and outcomes as “inevitable” which had positive and negative consequences on programs and communities.  This participant felt that his organization has not necessarily had to shift its programming but the language used in grants.  He continually engaged in a conversation with his colleagues about how to maintain “radical, revolutionary ideas without being pushed to the outside?”

Another participant mentioned a resource issue related to an increased push for stringent evaluation: 

And I definitely feel reluctant to our kids having to fill out tons of tests like rats in a maze and put them through pre- and post- tests. Honestly, we run on an extremely skinny budget and we don’t have the administrative capacity to administer pre and post test, or evaluate them or administer the data. It is very cumbersome to do all that and an added burden. …but why does each and everyone of us every year prove to funders that not only do we have these things in place, but here are all the very specific, time consuming outcomes that demonstrate that we have these things in place and that we are really excellent. It is just a level of frustration. Not to say we don’t want to demonstrate the impact of our program to people but I am just concerned that funders and foundations are going over the top in creating really unrealistic requirements such as ours, which will be at risk of going out of business because of these requirements. And I think CPAR can perhaps provide tools that are more user-friendly and friendly to the population, and that are not viewed punitively (participant organization # 2, post-institute interview)
It is clear that this participant values evaluations that demonstrate the impact of their program, but portrays a sense of the environment of evaluation feeling excessive.  This executive director also articulates the possibility of CPAR opening a space in the world of research and evaluation that is less punitive and  “more user-friendly”.  Other interviewees echoed this sense of possibility in a group interview with institute participants from organization # 1:

S: It certainly provided a whole new avenue for how we can make this process more friendly to the participants and align ourselves more with hem in ways that engages them and expands on their exiting talents and the talents we are trying to nurture. And bring them into a process that demonstrates to them the additional talents they have to help provide insight into why or why not the program is working and improve it, make it better and more effective for the participants. I think it a much improved way of trying to help the entire situation of having to do so much more evaluation these days. 

C: Do you anything to add to that from your perspective as a researcher?

B: I think I am very used to the scientific method approach where you go in with a hypothesis. So doing research this way is kind of foreign to me. PAR has made it clear it is a much more valid form. I always thought so, but until you really see it and really learn about it, it is kind of foreign.

S: it has helped me to see that it can be a very empowering tool versus a very overpowering or dominating, exploitative tool.

This quote helps one imagine the space for critical PAR in an outcomes driven environment. Another participant said that doing evaluation is outcomes-based including things like how many credits gained, regents passed, and phone calls made can exist along side PAR projects that influence people and programs.  Generating research using a process that is aligned with a strength-based approach and employing young people’s talents and insight to improve the program was described as a more user-friendly approach; a “better” way of approaching evaluation.  The in-house evaluator for one of the organizations characterized her experience doing CPAR as a “more valid” form of research echoing other research on CPAR in relation to validity (michelle and brinton likes, right?; who has talked about validity?).  

It is clear from these interviews that evaluation is viewed as a useful tool for CBO’s but the more traditional approach is characterized by words like “overpowering”, “dominating”, “exploitative” and “punitive.”  CPAR is also characterized as a useful and valid tool that is described as “empowering” and “user friendly.”   In a funder climate that emphasizes evaluation, CPAR’s alignment with an assets-based approach, seems to be a more attractive option to these CBO Executive Directors and evaluation staff.  CPAR seems to offer value-added, expansion and alignment as opposed to an evaluative process that is perceived as an add-on or resource drain. 

Interestingly, of the two sites that had finished PAR work at the time of the post-institute interview, both described openness and support for CPAR on the part of funders and executive directors.  One site described the spaces where CPAR could live in its program and where the tension for a specific approach to evaluation was too rigid for it to exist:

“…the project in the Bronx received lots of support form the highest levels here.  This was include in a packet to one of our major funders this morning and they were very happy with ___ for promoting youth voice…On the other hand we have a lot of  pressures going on right no with our child welfare program and evidence-based models . I think that in disseminating and being excited with this work I always had to be very sensitive in presenting so that people went being so stressed out by other things that are going on that would think ‘ what are you doing hanging out with 30 kids?’”(participant, organization # 1, post-institute interview).
The other site who had completed a PAR project in the city’s youth affairs agency also reported that their work was “pretty well-received.”  She stated that the project “brought a louder voice back to youth affairs about the necessity of having more youth involvement at every layer of the organization, having more youth involved in planning our programs, and what the organization is going to do” (participant from organization # 4, post institute interview).  This participant expressed some frustration that grant applications reinforced hierarchies in youth-adult collaboration by not allowing young people to be simply identified as “co-researchers” and other issues of format that reflect a top down model.  However, even with a misalignment of the grant application to their collaborative model, she felt that “actually the foundation we are applying to thinks differently about and is open in their perspective on hierarchies in youth-adult collaborations” (participant from organization # 4, post institute interview)

.

Findings reveal a hopefulness about the co-existence of outcomes-driven evaluation and CPAR as well as an openness on the part of CBOs and funders about using an approach that is aligned with youth development missions, theory and practice.  
Discussion

“Evaluation is all about power and politics” (participant, organization # 1, post-institute interview).

The findings in this study reveal a story of possibility. In a larger funding and evaluation context characterized by participants as punitive and exploitative, critical Participatory Action Research offers a more expansive view of what evaluation can be.  Aligned with a strength-based approach and organizational missions to create substantive change; CPAR reworks power and democratizes knowledge creation.  CPAR offers sites a way to create valid data to drive programs while employing a process that feels “user-friendly” and “empowering”.  CPAR offers programs a way to develop research on issues and needs in the community or strengths and challenges in their programs that is driven by those most impacted.  

CPAR also helps CBO’s fulfill the “tall order” referred to in the beginning of this article.  The findings in this study echo other studies of the multiple benefits of using youth PAR and PE in youth serving organizations.  There is an impact on youth level outcomes such as leadership (cite all).  There is a way in which the power-sharing and co-construction of knowledge reorganizes and enforces high quality youth-adult partnerships (cite all).  Lastly, there is a claim by CBO participants that using youth CPAR produces more valid and useful research for their organizations using a process that is aligned with youth development that echoes pushes from other researchers in the field (Zeller-Berkman, 2010; Sabo; Camino? Zeldin?). Although not without its challenges such as lack of time, institutionalization of the PAR process and the ambiguous line between structure and freedom in participatory endeavors, these findings make a good case for supporting more of this work to happen in CBOs.  

In order to have CPAR happen more often in youth serving organizations, there is a need to build capacity. Findings in relation to PSP’s  five-day, intensive, institute as a capacity building strategy for CBOs to engage in critical PAR reveals that this is a useful approach.  Participants walked away with content knowledge, tools, affirmation, resources and allies.  However, there was a need for more supports.  Although, the institute was designed to maximize contact between differently positioned people (i.e. academics, people from CBO’s, students, professors, etc), CBO participants may have benefited from their own time to problem solve around issues particular to the context of doing PAR in youth development settings.  It may even be interesting to consider institutes specifically catered to the CBO community.  It was also clear that ongoing support in the form of a learning community or periodic technical assistance from staff at the institute would be beneficial in order to sustain the work as people moved back into their organizational contexts.  

These findings resonate with a recent review of literature that reveals four criteria that define high quality professional development (Hill, in press): 1) Time-Span: more and longer 2) Coherence: making connections to practice through active learning 3) Focus on content and 4) Professional learning community.  The Public Science Project’s CPAR institute’s weeklong intensive format meet the criteria f or time-span, coherence, and in-depth content, however, findings from this study concur with the need for an ongoing learning community or other supports as people begin to implement.
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