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1 EMpower is an international funder that supports local organizations working on youth development in 14 emerging 
market countries around the globe. www.empowerweb.org  	  
2 The Grassroots Girls Initiative (GGI) comprises six funders (American Jewish World Service, Firelight, Global Fund for 
Children, Global Fund for Women, and Mama Cash) seeking to support and strengthen grassroots work with adolescent 
girls around the world.	  
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all the while, engaging and empowering girls as partners in the process.  
 
The toolkit draws on a range of methods3 and non-traditional approaches to research and evaluation that can 
yield insights, experiences, and information that other approaches might miss. It is based on a philosophy of 
research and evaluation that puts learning first and foremost, and a belief in girls’ right to play a leadership role 
in the learning process.  
 
It is also based on the belief that participatory processes yield deeper, more lasting benefits than processes 
that are led by a few individuals only—particularly when working with youth. Organizations that have tried such 
approaches testify to how transformative it can be to learn and evaluate in partnership with girls: yielding new 
insights, strengthening relationships, and uncovering hidden talents. In the words of Joanne Smith, founder 
and executive director of Girls for Gender Equity (GGE), a group that works to empower and organize 
adolescent girls and young women in New York City: 
	  
The participatory action research process transformed the way our organization approaches issues affecting 
young people and our community. It ingrained in our organization a commitment to being inclusive of the 
people most affected by the problems we address, since they're the experts of their own experience. It also 
helped to shape the academic trajectory of former members, who reported taking advanced research courses 
in college because of their research experience at GGE.  
 
As this quote demonstrates, participatory processes are about more than summarizing your activities, or 
determining girls’ satisfaction with your program. They allow you to amplify girls’ voices, build their leadership, 
bring your programs into closer alignment with your organization’s mission, and discover and address issues 
or challenges you may have overlooked in the past. Beyond yielding valuable information, they also have the 
power to transform youth-adult relationships in a positive way. And finally, playing a leadership role in 
organizational learning enables young people to build and strengthen many of the same skills, capacities, and 
relationships that youth-focused organizations seek to develop in their day-to-day programs. 
 
Participatory learning processes can help you and the girls you work with solve problems, test assumptions, 
share successes, spark changes, and move closer to your mission, by: 
• Increasing girls’ participation and leadership in your programs and in your organization  
• Understanding and showcasing the changes your program bring about in girls’ lives—both intended and 

unintended (for example, you might discover that a community organizing program for girls also improves 
their academic performance or communication with parents)  

• Learning more about a persistent problem or challenge (for example, why girls drop out of school, why it’s 
difficult for your program to recruit or retain girls, why fewer girls than boys take advantage of leadership 
opportunities your program offers)  

• Supporting and gaining insight into girl-led processes of community change (for example, girls challenging 
sexual harassment in their schools or organizing to address child marriage) 

• Gathering information that can be used to educate parents, teachers, donors, and government actors 
about the realities of girls’ lives and the need to deepen investments in them (for example, persuading 
parents of the benefits of educating their daughters, convincing local officials of the importance of 
investing in sexuality education, or demonstrating to donors that your program is expanding girls’ life 
opportunities) 

• Gaining insight into the challenges girls face in the communities where you work (for example, street 
harassment, a heavy burden of domestic responsibilities, conflicts with other girls) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Including participatory action research, feminist research, popular education etc.	  
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Section Two: Where to Begin?  
 

 
This section is designed to help you think through the purpose and the process of girl-led learning, to clarify 
what you hope to learn so that your approach will yield useful information. Because learning and evaluation 
can involve multiple motives and objectives (including hidden ones), this section is also designed to help you 
ensure that everyone involved in the learning process starts on the same page.  
 
Processes of inquiry are intended to reveal things you might not already know, and participatory processes 
often yield unexpected results. The goal of this section is to: 
• help you place the learning process in a wider organizational context 
• anticipate and plan for stages of the process that may sneak up on you (such as organizing and analyzing 

the information you collect) 
• think from the beginning about how you might use the information or learning that the process will 

generate in creative, strategic ways.  
 
Because many of the tools shared in this kit are intended to be applied in partnership with girls, NOW is the 
best time to invite girls in your program to join the process. If you answer these questions on your own, then 
you will be the one shaping the process, and the girls will only be the ones implementing it. They may still gain 
valuable knowledge and experiences through their participation, but they will not have the same level of 
ownership over the process or the results. Inviting girls to co-define your questions and priorities will also 
reinforce and advance your mission of empowering girls.  
 
We realize that inviting girls to participate—particularly in a process of evaluation—requires sensitivity to the 
power dynamics that inevitably exist between youth and adults, or between older and younger girls. Extra 
effort must be made to make girls feel comfortable and to support and empower them to share their opinions 
freely, even if those opinions differ from those of older girls or adults present. Setting ground rules for 

A Note on Terms 
 
We have made an effort to avoid using overly technical terms so that the toolkit is as accessible as 
possible. The tools and methods described in the sections that follow generally fall under the category of 
‘participatory action research,’ (PAR) a term that is used in many of the resources referenced in this toolkit. 
PAR generally refers to inclusive strategies for gathering information that involve the people directly 
affected by an issue in learning about or addressing that issue, and then linking that learning with taking 
action.  
 
The tools shared in Section Three all support learning in partnership with girls. We prefer the term ‘learning’ 
over ‘research,’ as it is less technical and more approachable for community-based organizations and for 
girls.  
• We use ‘learning’ as an umbrella term that includes, but is not limited to, monitoring and evaluation.  
• The term ‘monitoring’ refers to processes that check actions against goals, or that answer the question 

“Are we doing what we said we would do?” 
• The term ‘evaluation’ refers to processes that seek to capture changes that occurred as the result of a 

program, or to understand how a program might have contributed to creating a particular kind of 
change. 

• The word ‘inquiry’ is used to describe a learning or evaluation process that seeks to answer a particular 
question or set of questions.  




























































