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Agenda
1. 3CSN Overview

2. Review of Homework

3. Goals for the day

4. Activity: Leadership and Theory of Change

5. Understanding Appreciative Inquiry (AI)

6. Break

7. Table discussions

8. Share outs

9. Lunch



3CSN: MISSION, THEORY OF

CHANGE, AND NETWORK

BUILDING



Mission
Develop leaders in California community colleges who 

have the capacity to facilitate networks of faculty, staff, 

and students for curricular and institutional redesigns in 

support of increased student access, success, equity, 

and completion.



Building Networks that Work

•It starts with Leadership

•It builds with Communities of Practice

•It grows through Ongoing, Recursive 

Practices

California Community Colleges’ Success Network



1. What's the difference between the traditional, 

problem-based approach and the appreciative 

inquiry approach?

2. How would the framework help support 

your work?

3. How can you use AI to frame the discussion with 

institutions?

Review of Homework



Goals for Today

1. Explore what Appreciative Inquiry might look like on 

your campus.

2. Explore how “system leadership” and “organizational 

coherence” can frame leadership and campus 

transformation



Theory of Change

If we provide training on 

networking and we use action

research methodologies, community

college professionals will transform

their environments and identities to

create communities of practice 

(such as LAP, RA, and HoM) that 

will produce powerful learning and 

working across campuses. This will 

lead to greater student success.



Building Networks around Inquiry

1. What do we know about how learning works, and 

how can we redesign our institutions to best 

support learning?

2. How can all stakeholders, including students, 

better understand how our systems work and 

participate equitably in our transformation work

3. As we transform, how do we design for inclusive 

collaboration?



1. Builds knowledge needed to achieve our 

multifaceted change initiatives

2. Engages and builds relationships with as broad a 

swath of stakeholders as possible.

Building Networks around Inquiry



What Is 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI)?

•Appreciative Inquiry is the study and 
exploration of what gives life to human 
systems when they function at their best.

•This approach to personal change and 
organization change is based on the 
assumption that questions and 
dialogue about strengths, successes, 
values, hopes, and dreams are
themselves transformational.

(from The Power of Appreciative Inquiry 

by Diana Whitney and Amanda Trosten-Bloom



“Organizations are, first and foremost, centers of human 

relatedness and relationships come alive where there is an 

appreciative eye, when people see the best in one another 

and the whole, when they share their dreams and ultimate 

concerns in affirming ways, and when they are connected in 

full voice to create not just new worlds, but better worlds.  By 

making it possible for every voice to be heard, a life giving 

process is enacted.”

(from The Appreciative Organization 

by Harlene Anderson, David Cooperrider, et. al.)

A Positive View of Organizations



Appreciative Inquiry - Simply Put…

•If we continue to search for problems, 

•we will continue to find problems

If we look for what is 

best and learn from it, 

we can magnify and 

multiply our success



Identify Problem

Conduct Root Cause 
Analysis

Brainstorm 
Solutions & Analyze

Develop Action 
Plans

Metaphor:  
Organizations are 
problems to be 
solved



Appreciate “What is”
(What gives life?)

Imagine “What Might 
Be”

Determine “What 
Should Be”

Create “What Will 
Be”

Metaphor:  Organizations 
are a solution/mystery to 
be embraced.



Group Activity

•Break into groups of 2 or 3

•Think/Pair/Share/Clusters: What's the difference 

between the traditional, problem-based approach 

and the appreciative inquiry approach? 

•Whole group share out



DISCOVER

DREAM

• Do

DESIGN

Framework for Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciating & 

Harnessing 

the best of 

what is

Experimenting, 

modifying, 

empowering, 

fulfilling

Envisioning what 

might/could be

Inclusively co-

constructing what 

should be



Discovery
•Opportunity Context

•Positive Core

Dream
•Purpose

•Vision

Design
•Constitutional Principles

Relationship & Organization

Destiny
•People/Members 

•Structures

•Practices

AI “4-D” Cycle

Typical Summit

Summit Topic



Table Discussion

•How does the appreciative inquiry 

framework help support your work? (i.e. how 

does this align with your work/projects)

•In what other activities/places could AI be 

useful? 



Create Posters

•Your group will create a poster that answers the 

questions above.

• Then we will do a quick gallery walk and put a post 

it with a comment on the one the idea that resonates 

with you.

• Group Share out



Table Discussion

1. You were given two questions and 

was asked to create your posters

2.   Write out 2-3 AI questions



• What questions did you generate?

•Discuss:

•Have you used questions like these 

before?

•If so, how did it go?

•If not, how do you think this question might 

play out?

Share Out



Group Share out
• 1. Identify strengths 

What strengths can you identify from 
the letter that you could highlight and 
leverage in your discussions with that 
institution?

•2. Generate questions
What one inquiry question can you 
develop that accounts for and 
highlights some of those strengths as a 
focus for your work with that 
institution?

3. Discover opportunities
How can this question be used to 
shift the discussion away from fixing 
specific deficits to discovering overall 
opportunities? 

4. Design their own path
How can this question be used to 
support institutions as they discover, 
dream, and design their own path to 
institutional effectiveness?



• Select one question to share

• How did it relate to a strength?

• What do you hope to find out?



Tying It All Together 
Based upon what you learned, what will 

you do next week to move your initiative 

forward?

•What is the connection in using the 

Appreciative Inquiry approach?

•Who will you contact?

•What resources will you need?



Wrap Up

• Evaluations

• Contact

rebecca@3csn.org

mailto:rebecca@3csn.org


Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Approach to Change 
 

Edwin C. Thomas 
 

Introduction 
 
Maybe it is because we have just emerged from the midst of election season. Or perhaps 
it is the constant barrage of negative news about virtually every aspect of our existence, 
whether it is about issues of significance (terrorism, hunger, and genocide) or about 
matters so trivial one wonders how spoiled we have become. We are awash in a sea of 
negativity. It seems that no matter what we do, who does it, or how it is done, there is a 
never-ending supply of critics and complainers just waiting to tell us what is wrong. As 
John Gardner puts it, we are increasingly engaged in a self-destructive “war of the parts 
against the whole.”1 

 
There is evidence to support the notion that this is just the natural tendency of the human 
animal. Negativity certainly seems to be the normal state of the culture in all too many of 
our organizations and communities. And few things bring out negative reactions in 
people, organizations and communities more than efforts to change what is perceived to 
be wrong.   
 
The traditional approach to change is problem solving in nature. It starts off from a 
negative perspective—something is broken, something could be done better, something 
needs to be fixed. Thus we engage in problem identification, root cause analysis, 
brainstorming possible solutions, action planning, implementation of changes, and 
hopefully, evaluation of the results. Indeed this is precisely what managers are trained to 
do—identify problems and fix them. However well intended, problem solving approaches 
to change are notoriously difficult and often unsuccessful. (See John Kotter’s book 
Leading Change for an excellent treatment of change and the traditional change 
process.)2

 
Resistance to change is a well-established fact of organizational life, and for good reason.  
Change always involves uncertainty. Invariably it involves more work. And we have 
learned by experience that change is not always for the better.   
 
Change causes many in the organization to feel incompetent, needy and powerless. It 
creates confusion and unpredictability throughout the organization. It generates conflict, 
and ultimately creates loss (of certainty, control, ownership, or even jobs).3  
 
While the literature on change helps us to diagnose and understand resistance to change 
efforts and provides us with various strategies for designing processes to overcome 
resistance, success is still illusive.  
 
Maybe we should try a completely different approach to change.   
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Appreciative Inquiry 

 
In the 1980s, David Cooperrider, professor at the Weatherhead School of Management at 
Case Western Reserve University, developed a new model for organizational 
development and change which he termed “appreciative inquiry.”    
 
Appreciation has to do with both recognition and enhancing value. It is about affirming 
past and present strengths, assets, and potentials. Inquiry refers to both exploration and 
discovery. It is about asking questions, study, and learning.4  
 

Appreciative inquiry (AI) is a positive way to embrace organizational change based on a 
simple assumption: 
 

Every organization has something that works right—things 
that give life when it most alive, effective, successful, and 
connected in healthy ways to its stakeholders and 
communities.  AI begins by identifying what is positive and 
connecting to it in ways that heighten energy and vision for 
change.5

  
AI assumes that human systems, e.g., organizations and groups, are not like machines 
that can be taken apart and fixed, but rather are social systems. As such, they are more 
like organisms—living, breathing entities that stay healthiest when they are focused on 
their positive life-giving characteristics, rather than their problematic aspects.   
 
Thus, AI starts from the positive perspective. Rather than looking at what is wrong, it 
looks at what it right in the organization. It is the discovery of the best in people, their 
organizations, and the world around them. It is the art and practice of asking the 
unconditional positive questions that strengthen a system’s capacity to apprehend, 
anticipate, and heighten positive potential. 
 
AI is an approach to organizational analysis and learning that is intended for discovering, 
understanding, and fostering innovations in social organizational arrangements and 
processes. In this context, AI refers to two things: 
 

• A search for knowledge; and, 
• A theory of collective action designed to evolve the vision and will of a group, an 

organization, or society as a whole. 
 
Instead of negation, criticism and spiraling diagnosis, there is discover, dream, design and 
destiny. It works from accounts of the “positive change core.” AI links the energy of the 
positive core directly to any change agenda and changes never before thought possible 
are suddenly and democratically mobilized. 
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The Positive Core 

 
As noted, and it is worth reemphasizing, all organizations have something about their 
past to value. This element must be appreciated in order that change becomes a positive 
experience, without encountering unnecessary resistance from the sense of disruption, 
failure, and powerlessness. The AI process helps one to honor the past (continuity) and 
search for newness (novelty) in order to embrace movement toward the new future 
(transition). 
 
The organization’s positive core can be found by looking at its…  
 

• Achievements 
• Strategic opportunities 
• Product strengths 
• Technical assets 
• Innovations 
• Best business practices 
• Positive emotions 
• Financial assets 
• Cooperative moments 
• Organizational wisdom 
• Core competencies 
• Visions of possibilities 
• Vital traditions and values 
• Social capital 
• Embedded knowledge 
• Business ecosystems, e.g., suppliers, partners, competitors, customers.6 

 
It is here that we can find those things that give us satisfaction, provide meaning from our 
efforts, give us pride in our work, our organizations and our communities. Here we find 
those things of which we would like more. 
 

The Four Stages of Appreciative Inquiry 
 
The AI process involves four stages which have been labeled discovery, dream, design, 
and destiny known as the 4-D Cycle. 
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Discovery

The best of 
what is

Dream

What might 
be?

Destiny

What will be?

The 4-D Cycle

Affirmative Topic 
Choice

Design

What should be?



 
1.  Discovery 
 
The Discovery phase is a diligent and extensive search to understand the “best of what is” 
and “what has been.” It begins with a collaborative act of crafting appreciative interview 
questions and constructing and an appreciative interview guide. 
 
Appreciative interview questions are written as affirmative probes into an organization’s 
positive core, in the topic areas selected. They are written to generate stories, to enrich 
the images and inner dialogue within the organization, and to bring the positive core 
more fully into focus. 
 
2.  Dream 
 
The Dream phase is an energizing exploration of “what might be”: a time for people to 
explore their hopes and dreams for their work, their working relationships, their 
organization, and the world at large. It is a time for groups of people to engage in 
thinking big, and thinking out of the boundaries of what has been in the past. 
The intent of the Dream phase is to identify and spread generative, affirmative and 
hopeful images of the future. 
 
3.  Design 
 
The Design phase involves making choices about “what should be” within the 
organization or system. It is a conscious re-creation or transformation, through which 
such things as systems, structures, strategies, processes and images will become more 
fully aligned with the organization’s positive past (Discovery) and highest potential 
(Dream). 
 
4.  Destiny 
 
The Destiny phase initiates a series of inspired actions that support ongoing learning and 
innovation—or “what will be.” Since the entire 4-D cycle provides an open forum for 
employees to contribute and step forward in the service of the organization, change 
occurs in all phases of an appreciative inquiry process.   
 
The Destiny phase, however, focuses specifically on personal and organizational 
commitments and paths forward which result in changes in organizational systems, 
structure, processes or procedures. 
 

The Affirmative Topic Choice 
 
The 4-D Cycle begins with the affirmative question, which grows out of the choice of 
affirmative topic. Thus the choice of both topic and question are critical to the direction 
of the change process. AI is premised, in part, on the belief that human systems grow in 
the direction of what they study, talk about, and focus on. People, organizations, and 
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communities construct and exist in worlds of their own making, which in turn act back on 
them.7  
 
An interesting example of the use of the AI comes from British Airways (BA). At one 
point the airline had a great deal of concern about its handling of baggage and their 
customers’ “arrival experience.” To put it succinctly, customers and their baggage did not 
always arrive on the same flight. This, of course, cost BA considerable money, time, and 
goodwill.    
 
Using the AI model, BA employees focused, not on what was wrong (lost baggage), but 
rather on what they wanted. In this case, they wanted more “exceptional arrival 
experiences.” So an appreciative question was to “describe times when customers had an 
exceptional arrival experience.” In an interview process using this question, employees 
identified the components of an “exceptional arrival experience.” This inquiry led to the 
discovery of a number of best practices that could be implemented at BA as a part of their 
quest for world class service. What’s more, it did it in an inclusive, energizing manner 
that inspired the group rather than criticizing it for past failures.8   
 

Does AI Work? 
 
There are numerous anecdotal examples and case studies of success using the AI model.  
Research as to why it works indicates that, among other things, it gives people the 
experience of personal and collective power, and the exercise of that power for the good 
of the whole. It enhances self-esteem and self-expression. It gives people the freedom to 
be heard and to make a positive contribution. Indeed it addresses many of the causes of 
resistance to change as experienced in the traditional approaches to change. 
 
Beyond that, there is convincing evidence about the power of positive thinking that also 
makes this model appealing. 
 
And finally, how refreshing it would be to approach the many issues we have in our 
organizations and our society from the positive perspective, seeking what we would like 
to have more of, rather than always bemoaning what is wrong with everything. Rather 
than being constantly at war with one another about virtually everything, how productive 
would it be to try and appreciate the good that we have accomplished, and to explore 
ways to have more of that success? 
 
Of course some might be skeptical!  But as Tom White, then head of GTE Telephone 
Operations stated: 
 

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not advocating mindless happy 
talk. Appreciative inquiry is a complex science designed to 
make things better. We can’t ignore problems—we just 
need to approach them from the other side.9
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For More Information: 
 
For the reader who might be intrigued by this approach, there are a number of excellent  
resources available. Here are three that I would recommend as a starting place: 
 
The Power of Appreciative Inquiry: A Practical Guide to Positive Change by Diana 
Whitney and Amanda Trosten-Bloom. 
 
Appreciative Inquiry Handbook by David L. Cooperrider, Diana Whitney and Jacqueline 
M. Stavros. 
 
“The Appreciative Inquiry Commons,” a website devoted to the sharing of academic 
resources and practical tools on AI has an excellent collection of articles on the rapidly 
growing discipline of positive change. See http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/. 
 

About the Author 
 
Edwin C. Thomas, B.S., M.E., and M.P.A., is the Director of the Governmental Research 
and Service Unit at the University of South Carolina’s Institute for Public Service and 
Policy Research. Mr. Thomas has been engaged in public service and public 
administration for more than three decades. He received his degrees from the University 
of South Carolina.   
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