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Despite the recent proliferation of gender training courses in agriculture, it is still not clear what competen-
cies trainers require in order to successfully deliver interdisciplinary applied gender-responsive agricultural
research training. This paper presents a competency framework for trainers developed and tested over five
years (2016-2021) in the context of the Gender-responsive Researchers Equipped for Agricultural Transfor-
mation (GREAT) project. This framework includes competency domains and assessment tools that can guide
recruitment, performance assessment, and identification of competency gaps for the capacity development of
trainers. Literatures on social research methods, feminist pedagogy, adult learning, competency-based train-
ing approaches, coupled with expert consultation, inform this framework. This framework is a novel tool
that can be adapted to similar training programs and contribute to the development of gender training as a
professional field of practice.
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Introduction

The importance of gender-responsive research in agriculture is
now widely accepted, as demonstrated by the call for capacity
building targeted at agricultural researchers in the Consultative
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) and at
other agricultural research organizations (CGIAR 2013; CGIAR-
IEA 2017). There is a need to clarify the competency profiles of
different categories of actors in the gender and agriculture ecosys-
tem, particularly within the CGIAR, in order to inform targeted
capacity building efforts. Similarly, the International Maize and
Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) issued a call for higher
technical assistance to develop and pilot a gender competency
framework and modular capacity, which can strengthen the com-
petencies of program staff working on maize and wheat, as well
as other staff levels and areas of work (CIMMYT 2014). How-
ever, in both cases, the list of competencies was narrow in scope
and the focus did not include gender trainers. Despite the recent
proliferation of numerous gender training courses in agriculture,
it is not clear what competencies trainers require in order to suc-
cessfully deliver applied gender-responsive agricultural research
(GRAR) training. Understanding this can allow to lay out the
essential foundations for delivering high quality gender training
courses and, ultimately, to support equitable and transforma-

tive agricultural research programs and interventions that can
contribute to food security and other livelihood outcomes

A competency is defined as the knowledge, skills, abilities,
and behavior that enable an individual to do a particular job
effectively (Wuim-Pam 2014). The competency of trainers is
a critical part of the implementation of a successful training.
Trainers’ competency includes knowledge, skills, attitudes, and
behaviors that enable them to successfully deliver on predeter-
mined training outcomes. These outcomes can be measured by
looking at participants’ capacities to apply the acquired learn-
ings (e.g., Travis et al. this issue). To achieve the intended
outcomes, Ayonmike et al. (2014) propose a training of trainers
grounded in a competency-based education and training (hence-
forth, CBET)1 framework that promotes teaching and learning
of concrete skills.

CBET has been widely applied in high-income countries
(especially the United States, Australia, and countries of the
European Union), and is gaining momentum in sub-Saharan
Africa, especially in the context of technical and vocational edu-
cation and training (TVET) (Obwoge 2016). Applications to the
food and agriculture sector vary from university-based training
in agricultural economics (Mather et al. 1977), sustainable agri-
culture and food systems (Galt et al. 2013), and agricultural
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engineering (Akudugu 2017), to agricultural extension (Harder
et al. 2010; Davis et al. 2017). The application of CBET to
gender-responsive training has great potential to advance quality
and effective gender training in agricultural research by ensur-
ing that the people delivering these trainings are equipped with
the necessary competencies to do so. Competency-based training,
however, requires consensus amongst professionals on the core
competency domains for a particular field, constituting a basis
for designing education programs for certification in professional
practice. This consensus often requires reflexive practice; in the
case of trainers of gender-responsive agricultural research, the
field is still in its infancy.

This paper presents the trainers’ competency framework
developed and tested over five years (2016-2021) by the Gender-
responsive Researchers Equipped for Agricultural Transforma-
tion (GREAT) project.2 The GREAT project, which resulted
from a collaboration between Makerere University in Uganda
and Cornell University in the United States, pioneered a training
model that seeks to challenge the status quo of crop improvement
and agricultural research, while confronting entrenched gender
norms and triggering attitudinal shifts and practice change. The
GREAT model rests on four pillars: 1) self-reflection; 2) inter-
disciplinarity; 3) applied learning; and 4) a learning community.
The course consists of a sandwich model: two parts of in-person
instruction and a four-month applied field-training component
aimed at enabling the trainees to “learn through practice” (see
Tufan et al., this issue) and at developing research capacity in
gender-responsive agricultural research (see Travis et al., this
issue). Four open-application courses were offered between 2016
and 2021. In addition to these, GREAT also delivered a series of
shorter, customized courses for institutions and projects on an
on-demand basis.

GREAT courses are delivered to an interdisciplinary audi-
ence, with topics ranging from gender concepts, personal reflec-
tions on gender relations, gender biases and positionality to a
number of applied sessions on gender-responsive social research
methods and gender concerns in plant breeding. The breadth of
topics called for a team of experienced interdisciplinary train-
ers composed of plant breeders and social scientists from Cornell
University, Makerere University, CGIAR, and independent con-
sultants. Trainers were selected on the basis of their experiences,
interests, and capabilities in the respective areas.

The purpose of the framework was to guide assessment of
trainers’ performances and to identify competency gaps for fur-
ther capacity development. This framework consists of a set of
competency domains and tools for assessing trainers’ capacities.
In this paper, we describe the theory that underpins this frame-
work; the competency domains and tools; and the process for
testing the competency framework on trainers from the GREAT
project. We show how this exercise informed the identification
of trainers’ strengths and gaps, contributing to the implemen-
tation of high-quality interdisciplinary gender and agriculture
training courses. The framework is a novel tool that can be
adapted to related efforts in the development of gender training
as a professional field of practice.

Conceptual framing: building competencies for
gender and agriculture research

The framework and assessment tools developed in the first
two years of the GREAT project were informed by literature
on competency-based training approaches, conceptual underpin-
nings of competence standards, and assessment. The team also
drew insights from literature on specific gender and agricul-
ture research training competences, including interdisciplinarity,
training methods, and feminist pedagogy. Combining these con-
ceptual understandings provided the objectives for the imple-
mentation of the GREAT training and the basis for the resulting
GREAT trainers’ competency framework domains.

An overview of competency-based training approaches
and models

CBET started in the United States in the 1970s and has become
increasingly popular in many education and training systems
worldwide (Obwoge 2016; Lassnigg 2015). CBET yields benefits
for employers, supervisors, students, or trainees alike (Obwoge
2016). It enables to set standards for organizations, as well as
national standards against which to measure the performances of
professionals in particular fields. For trainees, there is the added
benefit of gaining recognition for their skills and of formalizing
this recognition through national and international certifications.
Moreover, there is an opportunity to apply learning directly to
the workplace and to achieve concrete results. In this sense,
CBET develops competencies which are suited to immediate job
performance needs and which can be widely recognized.

Competency-based learning is based on a set of standards and
expected performances (Ayonmike et al. 2014); Obwoge 2016).
CBET programs focus on what the participant is expected to be
able to do in the workplace, in contrast to just imparting theo-
retical knowledge. They ensure that learners gain the knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and values which are necessary to be successful
in the working environment (Ayonmike et al. 2014). A new wave
of competency-based learning, mainly advanced by the European
Union, has been linked to qualification frameworks (QF), which
are concerned with the outcomes of education and training (Lass-
nigg 2015). This requires to identify the desired/expected com-
petencies before selecting the content, readings, and assignments
that support students’ attainment of the desired competencies
(Obwoge 2016).

The concept of competence3 is viewed differently by vari-
ous scholars and practitioners. While it is often used broadly to
include occupational roles, others adopt it narrowly and focus
on the routine aspects of a work activity and its associated
individual attributes of knowledge, skills, and understanding
(Mansfield 2005). Mansfield (2005) presents two types of compe-
tence models, namely input/process model and outcome model,
that can inform competence development and assessment. Input-
and process-oriented models focus on assumptions about apti-
tudes, knowledge, and skills which individuals possess, while
outcome-oriented models describe aspects of work roles which
are not confined to descriptions of individual knowledge and
skills. Outcome-oriented models are broader in scope and include
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considerations of the interaction between the technical role, the
organizational environment, and the wider occupational context.
They are concerned with concepts such as adaptability, ver-
satility, change, creativity, and innovation, as well as routine
activities. Moreover, they have an element of dynamism, since
they enable to incorporate changes into work organization and
technology. The main difference between the two types of mod-
els relates to their different focus: while input-oriented models
look at individual-based performance in discrete elements (skills,
tasks, etc.), outcome-oriented models are concerned with descrip-
tions of “whole work roles”, i.e., role elements, and outcomes
of performances. Nonetheless, both input- and outcome-oriented
competence models share the view that competence is about
performance.

Crucially, the GREAT model is largely rooted in outcome-
oriented models since it aims to translate individual gender-
responsive research skills to the wider workplace environment.
This requires to use the term competency as synonymous to one’s
ability to perform “whole work roles”, which goes beyond know-
ing about these roles and their related skills and tasks. However,
there should still be a set of standards expected in employment
and in the context of real working environments. Each occupa-
tional/professional field needs to develop its own conception and
working definition of competency, given that some fields are more
process-oriented than product-oriented (Tuxworth 2005; Obwoge
2016).

The value of competence standards and assessment

Standards are reference descriptions of what an individual should
do in order to demonstrate competencies for particular outcomes,
acting as benchmarks against which performances are measured
and matched (Mansfield 2005). While much of the initial work
on setting standards relied on task analysis, functional analy-
sis, which focuses on the outcomes and expectations of work,
has been more widely used in recent years (Mitchell 2005). The
GREAT trainer competency framework follows this trend, since
it encourages to apply the acquired skills at the workplace.

Beyond having competencies and standards in place, there is
a need for assessment. As defined by Mitchell (2005), assessment
involves the process of getting evidence and making judgements
on the evidence in order to inform inferences about an individ-
ual’s competence. Assessment systems may draw on multiple
methods to capture individuals’ performance and knowledge,
by paying attention to activities naturally occurring in the
workplace, simulation of artificial environments, or question-
ing techniques. Individual knowledge evidence may relate to:
reproducing content by answering certain questions correctly;
producing a solution to a problem; and synthesizing knowledge
in a way which allows to generate new meaning or solutions. If
much of the relevant individual knowledge evidence consistently
meets these standards, it means that the person has competency.

In addition, Wolf (2005) provides four key elements through
which knowledge and understanding can be enhanced: perfor-
mance derived from knowledge structures; observable behavior;
learning “in use”; and contextualized understanding. Finally,

Wolf argues that a large part of the work on knowledge standards
has used approaches that involve brainstorming and consensus
building by groups of experts, on which the GREAT competency
framework draws heavily. However, when unpacking knowledge
requires quite detailed contextualization, he calls for a “critical
incident” approach, which consists of asking people to describe
specific and notable examples of good or bad practices which
they have observed. The notion of systematic alignment between
training processes and outcomes – with the latter evidenced by
observable practices that conform with set standards – should
be one of the facets underpinning the trainer profile. In addi-
tion, for transformative gender training, feminist principles are
important.

The value of feminist pedagogy in gender training

Feminist pedagogy is rooted in feminist theory, which validates
differences, challenges universal claims to truth, and seeks to
create social transformation in a world of shifting and uncer-
tain meanings (Weiler 1991). Central to a feminist pedagogy is
students’ empowerment to become critical and creative learn-
ers (Shackelford 1992; Welch 2006), meaning that students are
encouraged to engage freely with a certain discipline and to be
less reliant on the authority of the instructor (Sandell 1991).
This student-centered mode of learning contrasts to a subject-
or teacher-centered mode, in so far as it is less hierarchical4

and it emphasizes cooperation and community (Shackelford
1992; Weiler 1991; Sandell 1991). Feminist pedagogy is there-
fore centered on six key principles: reframing the relationship
between teacher and student; empowerment; building commu-
nity; privileging voice; respecting diverse personal experiences;
and challenging traditional views (Webb et al. 2004; Shackelford
1992). Following these principles, the GREAT model privileges
learning communities and non-hierarchical learning where par-
ticipants’ experiences, contexts, and voices are key ingredients in
the training process.

This approach allows students to compare, contrast, and
connect their views and ideas through open dialogues and conver-
sations with others, resulting in students that actively contribute
to knowledge production, rather than being passive recipients of
teacher-imparted “truth” (Shackelford 1992). Collaboration and
peer reviewing encourage students to become responsible, not
only for themselves but for each other, thus fostering a sense of
community within the classroom (Shackelford 1992; Welch 2006).
Furthermore, it reduces the power hierarchies associated with
classrooms, while fostering students’ empowerment, creativity,
and increased agency (Welch 2006). This approach allows teach-
ers to operate as both facilitators and role models for students
(Sandell 1991).

Aligning training to the above approach would require to
use more inclusive and democratic training methods that allow
students to question hierarchical models and their implications,
while creating a learning environment that is student-centered
rather than teacher-centered. This set up stimulates contextual
discussions, critical thinking, and dialogue, fostering life-long
and cooperative learning attitudes and skills (Shackelford 1992;
Welch 2006). Responding to the above calls, feminist teachers
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demonstrate their commitment to promote equality and respect
for diversity, not just in what they teach but also in how they
teach it. The GREAT model and the competency framework
on which it rests draws heavily on the above presented feminist
trainer commitments, as demonstrated in the following sections.

Gender-responsive agriculture research training
outcomes: implications for trainers’ competencies

Gender-responsive research training programs focus on interdis-
ciplinary skills that challenge participants’ assumptions about
gender, while enabling them to function in multidisciplinary
teams of agricultural and social scientists (Mangheni et al. 2019;
Tufan et al. this issue). To be transformative, training needs to go
beyond raising awareness of the implications of gender inequal-
ity for development and, instead, focus on building knowledge
on gender concepts and skills in gender analysis. Training pro-
grams should also emphasize the necessity to develop a deep
understanding of gender inequalities and of how they are socially
constructed (Sarapura Escobar and Puskur 2014), so that partici-
pants appreciate the root causes of gender inequality and become
active agents of change towards more just and equitable societies.

Training participants should develop the capacity, right atti-
tudes, and supportive relationships with peers and their organi-
zational environment in order to apply the lessons of the training
and integrate gender responsiveness into all the processes of the
research cycle (Njuki 2016; Njuki and Miller 2013; Sarapura
Escobar and Puskur 2014). It is one thing to acquire the right
attitude, knowledge, and skills through training and capacity
development, and another thing to succeed in applying what was
learned during the training to one’s own work. This is because
gender attitudes and practices are strictly tied to entrenched
societal and organizational cultures, as well as individuals’ demo-
graphic characteristics (Mangheni et al. 2010; Sarapura Escobar
and Puskur 2014; Yamnill and McLean 2005).

Another area that needs due attention in gender-responsive
training is interdisciplinarity. The GREAT model is based on
both trainers and participants interacting in interdisciplinary
teams, comprised of both biophysical scientists (e.g., plant
or animal breeders, agronomists, pathologists) and social sci-
entists (e.g., gender specialists, anthropologists, sociologists,
economists). Tickamyer and Sexsmith (2019) refer to inter-
disciplinarity as foundational to feminist gender research in
agriculture because this kind of research requires joint thinking,
decision-making, and action by scientists equipped with differ-
ent disciplinary perspectives. Gender studies and agriculture are
two distinct disciplines, each anchored in bodies of knowledge
governed by well-established ontologies and epistemologies. It
is important that gender trainers understand the diverse dis-
ciplinary contexts of social science and agriculture in order to
deliver training that bridges disciplinary divides (Lombardo and
Mergaert 2016). Gender trainers should therefore have compe-
tencies to function in interdisciplinary trainer teams, in addition
to developing the same competencies in training participants.

While the above outlines the objectives of a gender-
responsive agricultural training, trainers themselves should be

cognizant of what competencies they need in order to effectively
deliver trainings (Carioca et al. 2009). According to Carioca et al.
(2009), there are four main impact areas for trainer engagement:

i. The learning space, i.e., the place in which the pedagog-
ical relationship between teacher/trainer and learners is
developed. Here, principal competencies include: technical-
scientific competences, pedagogical-didactic competences,
and diagnostic competences.

ii. Organization, i.e., the system of the institution as a learning
organization. Here, principal competencies include: partic-
ipation competences, relational competences, competences
for realizing the educational project, and organizational
development competencies.

iii. Community/society, i.e., trainers’ role in changing social pro-
cesses and in developing local communities. Here, principal
competencies include: community awareness, collaboration
and interaction, and community development competences.

iv. Professional, i.e., actions which pertain to trainers’ own
learning and professional development process. Here, prin-
cipal competencies include: accounting for one’s own pro-
fessional practices, strategic intelligence, working for and in
a multicultural context, contribution to the profession, and
ethical and deontological competences.

Wong et al. (2016) suggest some mainstream, conventional
standards for gender trainers across the knowledge, skills, and
attitude competencies (see Table 1).

Besides these mainstream standards, Wong et al. (2016), sug-
gest four additional core elements to which gender trainers should
pay attention: reflexivity, intersectionality, resistance, and praxis
(i.e., theory and practice). This is due to the fact that gender
training is a feminist project concerned with feminist knowl-
edge transfer. However, gender trainers rarely pay attention to
these elements, due to several limiting factors: funding challenges
and constraints placed by hiring institutions on the use of femi-
nist pedagogies; prevalence of one-off workshop-based events that
are limited in relevant content scope; excessive focus on mem-
orization/information transfer; limited conceptual clarity; and
the depoliticization of gender and development theory (Wong
et al. 2016). In response to these challenges, GREAT established
four key pillars, namely self-reflection, interdisciplinarity, applied
learning, enabling environment and learning community, which
map closely to these core elements, ultimately enabling trans-
formative agricultural research outcomes (see Tufan et al. this
issue).

Gender-responsive training methods

Competency-based training emphasizes the need to support par-
ticipants’ capacity development to navigate and overcome chal-
lenges associated with post-training application of skills through
the exposure to relevant content and training strategies. Baldwin
and Ford (1988) call for “generalization” and “maintenance” of
what one learns from a training back to his or her workplace.
Generalization is the ability to apply the new knowledge and
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Table 1 Examples of existing standards for gender trainers. (Source: Wong et al. (2016))

skills learned in settings that are dissimilar to the way one was
trained, while maintenance is about sustained use of the skills
over time. Support by trainers to generalization and maintenance
includes examples and opportunities that relate to the trainees’
work and its structure, as well as clear strategies for application,
such as post-training support.

Trainers should demonstrate awareness of learners’ work
environments, within which application will occur. Strategies to
do this may include, among other things, opportunities to use
the training knowledge and skills; supervisor and peer support;
supporting policies; presence of an accountability and feedback
system; absence of prohibitive cultures to transferring new learn-
ing; and a reward system for using new learnings (Martin 2010;
Velada et al. 2007). Contextual sensitivity by gender trainers
of learners’ cultural, political, and sectoral contexts is crucial.
To address this, GREAT trainers provide mentorship to partic-
ipants and focus on the practical application of the material,
including the context in which they are applying the lessons. In
this way, trainers must have the skills to bridge theoretical train-
ing with application by providing field-based technical coaching,
from the conceptualization of the research to the design, devel-
opment of data collection tools, research implementation, and
gender-informed analysis.

The GREAT trainer competency framework
domains

The GREAT competency framework domains were based on the
literature presented above, and largely informed by feminist ped-
agogy (Wong et al. 2016; Webb et al. 2004; Shackelford 1992;
Welch 2006) and by the outcome-based competence approach
(Mansfield 2005). The GREAT framework was agreed upon
prior to its implementation in a series of workshops led by the
project management team and attended by trainers. It was fur-

ther subjected to technical review and validation by four external
experts5, as articulated by Wolf (2005). The framework was
revised to incorporate the reviewers’ feedback. This framework
defines standards for trainers of the GREAT training program,
which was specifically intended to train agricultural researchers
working in plant breeding programs and mainly belonging to
national agricultural research institutes in sub-Saharan Africa.

The framework consists of the following four major domains6

of competencies: foundational, core subject-matter, adult learn-
ing, and field training (see Figure 1). These areas map to the
underlying objectives of the GREAT program, which inform the
key competencies that GREAT trainers should possess in order
to support the implementation of the training program. For each
of these domains, we describe the competencies of interest in
terms of three sub-domains: knowledge, skill and attitudes, and
behavior. We add competency statements in measurable form
and indicate the assessment criteria for each domain.

Figure 1 Illustration of the competency framework domains.
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Foundational competencies

Foundational competencies are operationalized as the minimum
cross-cutting competencies required for all trainers to function
optimally in the GREAT program (see Table 2). The founda-
tional competencies are rooted in a shared understanding of what
GREAT seeks to achieve and why. In essence, the foundational
competencies domain is grounded in the basic philosophy and
values of feminist pedagogy, inclusive development, and gender
equity. This domain also expects all trainers to internalize the
GREAT glossary for an understanding of the course terminol-
ogy. The domain includes: the knowledge of the definition of
gender and of how it applies to agriculture; consciousness of
and respect for intersecting identities (e.g., age, religion, race,
discipline, ethnicity, class, project focus) (Wong et al. 2016);
appreciation of the cultural, economic, religious, institutional,
and political landscapes of countries in sub-Saharan Africa and
other GREAT intervention countries (Lombardo and Mergaert
2016); knowledge of the basic concepts and terminologies in rel-
evant agricultural disciplines, as well as the centrality of the
agricultural sector for livelihoods in sub-Saharan Africa; knowl-
edge and application of ICT tools and computer software for
research; and knowledge and application of ICT tools for pro-
fessional networking (e.g., group email, listservs, social media,
such as Twitter and Facebook) to promote dialogue and interac-
tion among learners and contribute to the GREAT community
of practice for gender and agriculture.

Core subject-matter competencies

In addition to the cross-cutting foundational competencies,
trainers are required to possess competencies specific to the
subject-matter of their sessions. As part of the curriculum,
core subjects were identified and assigned to different facilita-
tors. The core subject-matter competencies consisted of a group
of technical skills or attributes that GREAT trainers need to
have in order to lead training in specific areas. Each session
required a set of competencies that do not necessarily apply
to all trainers. These are demonstrated by the 17 sub-domains
covered in the course: 1) gender concepts; 2) relevance of gen-
der to agriculture and development and reflections on gender;
3) gender-responsive agricultural research; 4) interdisciplinary
research: 5) theory, concepts, and principles of gender and agri-
cultural research (Tickamyer and Sexsmith 2019); 6) research
methods; 7) principles and practices of gender-responsive qual-
itative research; 8) principles of quantitative gender-responsive
research; 9) research ethics; 10) mixed methods; 11) case study
research; 12) gender-responsive breeding processes; 13) theory of
change (ToC); 14) stakeholder analysis (SH) and impact path-
ways; 15) gender-responsive monitoring, learning, and evaluation
(MLE); 16) institutional transformation and gender mainstream-
ing in institutions; and 17) principles of communicating GRAR.
The descriptions of the domains and the competency statements
are presented in Appendix 1.

Table 2 Foundational domains of the competency framework.
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Adult training competencies

We operationalized the domain of adult training competencies
as the trainers’ demonstrated abilities to apply principles of
feminist pedagogy (Welch 2006; Shackelford 1992) and of adult
learning to the training design and delivery. This entails the cre-
ation of a conducive learning environment to facilitate learning
and transformation of practices amongst learners (Wong et al.
2016). Key sub-domains considered in this framework included:
curriculum design; training delivery skills; facilitation of adult
learning; interpersonal relations/teamwork; transfer of learning;
and, professionalism. This domain addresses the ability to engage
participants to identify their own learning needs; set personal
learning objectives; draw on and incorporate participants’ past
experiences and expertise; use experiential and interactive train-
ing techniques; help participants to apply training content to
their roles and responsibilities in the workplace; and create
practice opportunities during the training sessions (Table 3).

Field training competencies

The GREAT course model is designed in a way that allows
trainers to support the course participants to apply the learn-

ing to their ongoing research work. Trainers provide support to
participants at various stages of the research process such as con-
ceptualization of the research, including formulation of research
hypotheses and questions and data collection tools; field data
collection; gender analysis; integration of mixed methods data;
and writing and publication (see Tufan et al., this issue). To
successfully guide/coach GREAT participants in the application
of gender skills, trainers need technical subject-matter skills, as
well as interpersonal and soft skills or attributes. Against this
backdrop, we categorized the competency domain for trainers
into two areas: 1) field-based skills training, and 2) interpersonal
skills.

Field-based skills training includes skills for guiding the appli-
cation of gender-responsive agricultural research to field case
studies (specifically, in the research design and implementa-
tion). To measure this, the trainer should demonstrate skills
for guiding the application of gender-responsive mixed meth-
ods research design and implementation; the trainer should thus
support the teams in the development of gender research con-
cepts (gender-responsive research questions), quantitative and
qualitative tools, interviewing, note taking in the field, data anal-
ysis, and writing up mixed methods. Interpersonal skills, instead,
refer to people’s skills. For this competency, the trainer should

Table 3 Adult training domains of the competency framework.
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demonstrate skills that enable smooth interaction with the par-
ticipants, for example, by engaging a trainee into a productive
mentoring relationship; setting targets; agreeing on a mode of
communication; communicating in a timely manner; and follow-
ing a professional conduct during communication and technical
support.

Tool development

Three tools were developed to assess trainers’ competencies and
operationalize the framework:

i. Tool 1 assessed the trainers’ secondary information contained
in their curriculum vitae (CV). Information was collected on:
academic qualifications, experience in adult training, experi-
ence in research and research leadership, publications, use
of ICT platforms for professional networking, and use of
computer software for qualitative and quantitative research.
For each of these components, a rating scale of 0-3 was
applied, where 0 signifies that the trainer “does not meet
the minimum requirements”, 1 that she “meets the mini-
mum requirements with low rating”, 2 that she “meets the
requirements with high rating”, and 3 that she “meets the
requirements with exceptional rating”. Given that the train-
ers were already working on the training program, this tool
was used retrospectively.

ii. Tool 2 was rooted in the competency framework. This tool
had 28 areas of competency categorized into: foundational
domains (6), core subject-matter (14), adult training (6),
and field training (2); the description of the competency
statement, the scale on which to rate the person assessed,
and a provision for remarks for each of the domains. Each
domain was rated on a scale of 0-3, which followed the same
legend used for tool 1. This scoring omits a fourth option,
namely “don’t know”, as all trainers had the opportunity to
ask questions and to fully understand the questions. Tool 2
was used for both self and peer assessment on the various
competency domains.

iii. Tool 3 was part of the external project monitoring, learn-
ing, and evaluation component of the GREAT project. The
tool captured the satisfaction of course participants with the
trainers’ competency and delivery skills. Satisfaction was
measured on a scale of 0-4, where: 0 signifies “not satis-
fied at all”, 1 “partly satisfied”, 2 “satisfied”, 3 “extremely
satisfied”, and 4 signifies “don’t know”.

The tool development process was anchored in the femi-
nist pedagogy principles of empowerment, reflexivity, partici-
patory classroom communities, and democratic, collaborative
approaches (Sandel 1991).

Methodology for testing the competency
framework

This framework was tested in 2019. An action research approach
employed multiple data sources (see Table 4) to assess the com-
petency of six GREAT trainers (five women and one man). These
six trainers were selected because of their role as core train-
ers of the GREAT program at Makerere University. Data were
collected through trainer self-assessment, peer assessment, and
participants’ evaluation of their respective trainers. According to
Frost and Nolas (2011), using multiple data sources is essential
for triangulation. In this paper, assessment refers to gathering
information about “how” (i.e., behaviors) someone does “what”
(i.e., task or skill) (Lasse 2020), and the use of this information
for assessment purposes.7 Since participants of the assessment
were also members of the research team, an Institutional Review
Board (IRB) was not required and oral consent was given as part
of the process.

In this paper, we present results from the assessment of two
courses: the fourth open-enrollment GREAT course (course 4),
delivered between July 2019 and January 2020, and a customized
course for the tropical legumes III project, held in October 2018.
Course 4 was chosen because it was delivered by five out of the six
trainers who participated in the trainer competency assessment
exercise that tested the framework. Results for the trainer who
did not participate in course 4 were based on the tropical legumes
III course. In addition, we chose these courses because they were
the closest to the trainer assessment workshop, which allowed
easier reflections in order to more accurately inform ratings. Out
of the 33 sessions evaluated in course 4 and 19 in the tropical
legumes III course, only five and one were considered, respec-
tively. These sessions were selected because they were delivered
by or led primarily by at least one of the six trainers. Out of the
four competency framework domains assessed (foundational, core
subject-matter, adult learning, and field training), we present
results for the core subject-matter domain as an illustration.

Data collection

Table 4 presents more details on the data collection process.

To collect the data using tools 1 and 2, we organized a work-
shop in a relaxed setting, away from the workplace, in order
to create an atmosphere conducive for reflection and teamwork.
The workshop was attended by six GREAT trainers and the
project administrator. Building a trusting environment in which
all members are respected and both men and women have equal
opportunities and rights to participate was emphasized. The seat-
ing was arranged so that all six participants sat at a round table,
allowing to break hierarchies and create an atmosphere of mutual
respect; contributions were sought from each individual.

The team facilitator communicated the objective of the
assessment and invited thoughts from the trainers. The team
facilitator presented the assessment framework, which had been
previously developed by the team, and each domain was dis-
cussed to ensure a common interpretation and understanding
prior to the assessment. This collaborative approach aimed at
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Table 4 Data collection methods used for the assessment of trainers’ competence.

creating a democratic and empowering atmosphere, conducive
for self and peer critique. Such an environment enabled train-
ers to take charge of the assessment and to use the results for
self-improvement. In the workshop, two types of assessment were
executed: self-assessment and peer assessment.

Self-assessment : Each trainer carried out a self-assessment
against each competency domain. The self-assessment approach
was used because it captures the trainers’ perceptions of their
strengths and competency gaps (Allen and van der Velden 2005).
While this assessment is based on self-knowledge and it is unlikely
to be objective (Allen and van der Velden 2005), it is considered
the best way for assessing higher-level competency (Connally et
al. 2002). The self-assessment process gave the GREAT trainers
the chance to reflect on personal issues – a form of self-critique
– and to discuss these issues with their peers. The process of
constructing competences depends on the image that people have
of themselves, revealing the interaction between their emotions
and aspects of their identity and professional performance. The
self-assessment approach is becoming increasingly popular and it
is in line with the standards developed by the Joint Committee
on Standards for Educational Evaluation (1994).

Peer assessment : This approach was used to complement
trainers’ self-assessment and to reveal both strengths and areas
for improvement that a trainer was not personally aware of, but
which could be identified by peers. We gave each trainer a hard
copy of tool 2 and several cards to assess their peers in the var-
ious competency domains. This exercise was done anonymously
in order to elicit honest responses.

In the cases in which the assessors had not had an oppor-
tunity to observe a person exhibiting the competency area(s)
in question, that component was left blank. For each of the
six trainers, the five co-trainers attending the workshop tabu-
lated the peer ratings in relevant columns for each tool, and the
sixth trainer’s self-assessment results were compared in plenary
with the anonymous peer assessment results and discussed. Silva
(2020) encourages to maintain cooperation and dialogue between
the assessor and the subject. The group reached a consensus and
agreed on a score which became the final score of each domain
for each of the trainers (for a sample of the data entry sheet, see
Appendix 2).

For this paper, we present results of only the core subject-
matter competencies and consider one area of assessment for each
of the six trainers that participated to align with the sessions they
facilitated in the GREAT courses. This is to illustrate the kind
of results generated from the assessment process.

Participants’ assessment : As part of the course implementa-
tion, an independent monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL)
team collected and synthesized participants’ experiences (see
Travis et al., this issue). The MEL team collected information on
the perceptions of course participants of trainers’ competency. At
the end of each course, participants were asked to rate their level
of satisfaction with the various sessions based on the session con-
tent, delivery methods, and whether the session added value to
them and their work. A scale of 1-4 was used (1=“not satisfied
at all”, 2=“partly satisfied”, 3=“satisfied”, and 4=“extremely
satisfied”) and weighted averages were computed. In sessions
where participants were not satisfied or partly satisfied, they were
asked to describe the areas of concern and any recommendations
for improvement. In addition, course participants were asked to
rate the overall trainers’ competence and delivery methods on a
scale of: not satisfied at all (1), partly satisfied (2), satisfied (3),
extremely satisfied (4), and don’t know (DK).

The competency assessment processes included a formative
assessment, empowering learners by giving them the possibility
to give feedback on trainers’ performances, and open peer- and
self-assessment that are in line with critical feminist pedagogy.

We acknowledged that individuals had a deep knowledge of
their environment and that their experiences and perspectives
were worthwhile. Consequently, GREAT trainers were involved
throughout the development of the competency framework and
tools and in planning the assessment. The climate of open com-
munication, trust, and respect amongst the project management
team and trainers was cultivated over four years; this, coupled
with the participatory nature of the tool development and of the
data collection exercise, is likely to have contributed to train-
ers’ responsiveness to the assessment. We held four workshops
wherein we used the input of trainers, working in small groups
and engaging in dialogue, both with the training team leader and
with one another.
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Table 5 Participants’ ratings of trainers for selected sessions.

Results

Assessment scores from the four data sources (self, peer, consen-
sus, and participants) for a sample of the sessions delivered by
the six assessed trainers are presented in Table 5.

The assessment results indicated that all trainers met the
requirements set by the GREAT course. The majority of the
trainers scored 3 (i.e., they met the requirements with excep-
tional rating) in key competencies or 2 (i.e., they met the
requirements with high rank) across most domains of the com-
petency framework. While a few trainers scored 1 (i.e., they met
the minimum requirements with low rank) in a few domains, no
trainer scored 0 (i.e., she did not meet the minimum require-
ments). The ratings of participants administered by an external
evaluator buttress the self and peer ratings, further corroborating
the results.

Ratings on trainers’ competency were consistently high in
both the gender-responsive plant breeding course and the tropical
legumes III course. The majority of the participants (76 percent
and 75 percent, respectively) indicated that they were extremely
satisfied with trainers’ competencies. Discipline-disaggregated
data reveal that a slightly higher proportion of biophysical scien-
tists were extremely satisfied compared to the social scientists in
the gender-responsive plant breeding course, as shown in Figure
2.

The participants’ survey gave the option to provide a quali-
tative explanation for their rating of trainers’ competence. Their
feedback was also sought through key informant interviews,

where the sampling of participants was conducted by the external
evaluator. The qualitative assessment of trainers’ competencies
and delivery methods was in agreement with the quantitative
scores. Participants appreciated the trainers for their eloquence
in presenting the information, using a host of methods to deliver

Figure 2 Distribution of fellows’ self-reported level of satisfaction

with the trainers’ technical competence and delivery methods. (Source:
MLE report, Course 4 Week 1.)
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the messages and enable participants to understand, and skill-
fully responding to questions and points of clarification. Trainers
were also highly rated in terms of subject-matter competence,
professionalism, and delivery approach. A few selected quotes
are presented below to illustrate participants’ sentiments:

[T]he trainers, who delivered the training sessions, are
experts in the field. They are very experienced, high class
professionals. They gave practical examples based on their
own experiences to guide us on what we should do to be
able to get to where we want to be. The practical exam-
ples and exercises have given us a better understanding of
the concepts and how to move forward to practice quality
gender-responsive research.

(Key informant interview, female social scientist,
participant of GREAT, 2020)

Trainers were very good, and the delivery methods were
wonderful. The trainers explained the concepts in a manner
that everybody can understand. The exercises allowed us to
have hands-on practice. They were very good.

(Key informant interview, male social scientist,
participant of GREAT, 2020)

The trainers are very experienced, well prepared to deliver
the content and they know what they are talking about. It is
a strong team of trainers. They tried to make the sessions
interactive and were innovative though at times it would be
more of a lecture mode.

(Key informant interview, male biophysical scientist,
participant of GREAT, 2020)

From participants’ narratives, it is evident that the ratings
of trainers were highly satisfactory. On the basis of Kirk-
patrick’s (1994) four levels of training/learning evaluation, the
participants’ reaction to the training is an important model of
evaluation and can influence the application of the learnings.
Moore (2009) also asserts that trainees’ satisfaction is one of the
measures to identify the quality of trainings. While an optimistic
reaction does not ensure learning, an unfavorable one makes it
less likely that the participant will use what has been learnt in
the training (Kirkpatrick 1994).

Discussion

We have presented a framework to assess the competencies
of trainers involved in an applied interdisciplinary gender-
responsive agricultural research training course that employs
feminist and adult learning pedagogical approaches through
an outcome-based competency framework. At the start of the
course, there were no resources to directly draw from for the
team to conceptualize the GREAT training and identify key cri-
teria to select trainers for the course. This paper documents the
formative process of developing a conceptual framework to do
so, testing this framework on a core set of trainers. The trainers
involved in the testing were intimately involved in developing the
framework, making this a participatory and reflective process.
We found that the conceptual framework and the associated com-
petencies were informative in evaluating the ability of trainers to
join the GREAT training team. We found that the three tools

employed were suited for the purpose of the exercise, despite still
necessitating further reflection and refinement. During the appli-
cation, we realized that the competency statements at times fell
short of being measurable and would thus need some refinements
in order to be scaled within GREAT and applied to other train-
ing programs. The operationalization of the framework requires a
high level of trust amongst the team of trainers in order to enable
them to be open with each other and to accept feedback. Another
key requirement is that the training program should employ an
external person to collect objective feedback from participants,
thus inflating the program’s costs.

Limitations and reflections on this process offer lessons for
using the conceptual framework presented in this paper by
GREAT and other training programs. We have not yet tested
the full framework with newly recruited trainers; this will be
critical in going forward and to further refine the framework.
The GREAT training program has also evolved and the compe-
tencies required to support it may therefore need to be adjusted.
We note that as the program evolved, we adapted the curriculum
to be more focused on feminist approaches and gender transfor-
mative programming, which requires adaptation of some of the
core competencies.

A key limitation of this study is that we have not applied
the framework across all listed competencies, instead illustrating
the use of the framework with those competencies presented in
Appendix 1. We also note that participants’ qualitative reflec-
tions on the trainers’ performances do not reflect competencies
as defined in the framework or on specific trainers, but focus
broadly on trainers’ performances. These leave open gaps, which
can be addressed by future research that focuses on the results
of the full application of the framework. We also note that there
are limitations with using CVs, self-assessment, and participant
feedback assessment tools. While these tools were developed and
agreed upon by the team of trainers, there were some limita-
tions to their operationalization. Firstly, CVs do not always
present a full picture of one’s skills, attitudes, behaviors, or
knowledge. Rather, they are written to signal one’s qualifica-
tions and academic achievements to specific audiences and for
specific objectives (Teixeira da Silva et al. 2020). It is possible
that the objectives of the presentation of the CV have influenced
the information presented, obscuring or inflating skills of interest.
Secondly, there is potential respondent bias from course partici-
pants in reporting their satisfaction with each trainer. This could,
for instance, be influenced by participants’ previous or potential
future professional relationships and collaborations. Adaptation
of the framework would need to employ multiple methods to
triangulate the data and enhance the credibility of the findings.

Testing the framework with other gender training programs
for agricultural researchers would provide valuable learning and
feedback to further develop the framework. In our experience,
this would require adjustments of the subject-matter compe-
tencies, but not necessarily of the core and adult learning
competencies, as these would ideally remain constant across
gender training programs.
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Conclusion

The competency framework presented in this paper guided the
GREAT project to develop a standard against which to assess
the competence of the team of trainers offering gender-responsive
plant breeding courses for interdisciplinary teams of social sci-
entists and biophysical agricultural researchers. We recommend
the use of the competencies identified in the foundational,
core subject-matter, adult learning, and field training domains
for other courses aiming at similar or related outcomes. This
competency framework contributes valuable insights and the-
oretical rigor to the discussion of gender trainer competency
measurement, standards, and professionalism.

However, it will likely require adaptation to suit various train-
ing contexts. Indeed, the application of the framework to assess
the competency of GREAT trainers relied on several assumptions
that may not be applicable to a typical training. For instance, the
GREAT team of trainers worked together for a period of three
years and peer assessors observed fellow trainers. While the peer
approach has some evident strengths, the strong relationships
between trainers may limit the reliability of the scores assigned.
However, without these prior strong relationships, peer assess-
ment may not work effectively. In light of this, we do not claim
that the competency framework presented in this paper is a per-
fect guide for assessing the competency of gender trainers; rather,
we view this framework as a helpful tool that can be used and
adapted to take into consideration specific aspects of different
training contexts. Finally, even though it wasn’t used this way
by GREAT, we envision that the adaptation of the framework
and tools could appropriately be used in hiring transformative
gender trainers.
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Notes

1. Competency-based education and training is also referred
to as competency-based education (CBE) and competence-
based education (CBE), and may be used interchangeably
(e.g., Lassnigg 2015).

2. The full GREAT trainers’ competency framework can be
found online at: https://tinyurl.com/great-competencies.

3. While often used interchangeably, Moore et al. (2002) define
competency as the performance when one carries out her job,
while competence as one’s ability to perform her job. In this
paper, we follow Moore et al. (2002) and distinguish between
the two terms.

4. Hierarchy refers here to a system in which individuals are
ranked according to their status, creating unequal relation-
ships of subordination (Child 2019).

5. Experts consulted by the research team were professionals
from the fields of competency-based training, gender train-
ing, gender-responsive agricultural research, development
studies and social sciences.

6. We define domain as a specific sphere of activity or knowl-
edge.

7. Evaluation refers here to the determination of the quality or
value of an object, usually for the purpose of reporting or
decision-making (Davidson 2005).
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Appendix 1 Core session-specific subject-matter domains of the competency framework.
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Appendix 2 Summary assessment of the core subject-matter competency domain.
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