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“The ageless essence of leadership is to create an alignment of strengths in ways that make a system’s weaknesses 
irrelevant.”           —Peter Drucker  
 
Abstract 
This presentation introduces recent faculty development (FD) initiatives at two educational 
institutions in Japan (a private university and a K-12 international school), together with 
implications for educational leaders and teacher education programs. The framework for these 
department-level and institution-level initiatives has been a combination of Appreciative Inquiry 
and the seminal work of L. Dee Fink (2003) in the area of Significant Learning Experiences. 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) has received much attention in organizational development (OD) circles, 
and has been successfully used in a wide range of change management initiatives around the world. 
However, there are still relatively few published reports related to teacher education contexts and 
the general field of education. Under the banner of Education for Social Transformation, the 
presenter will argue for an approach to teacher training and FD that focuses on peak experiences, 
individual and institutional strengths, and increased human potential and empowerment. 
Participants will be introduced to the 4D cycle (Discovery-Dream-Design-Destiny) developed by 
David L. Cooperrider and his colleagues at Case Western Reserve University, and shown how FD 
activities were developed for each of these phases. Together with other findings in the field of 
positive psychology, this 4D AI cycle should be a welcome addition to the teacher trainer’s toolbox. 
The presentation will conclude with a discussion of curriculum and course design based on 
Significant Learning Outcomes. Participants will also go away with several job aids to assist them 
in their own AI and instructional design initiatives. 
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Why Appreciative Inquiry Works  (source: http://www.inspiring-results.com/aboutai.html) 
 
What makes AI so powerful is the strengths-based approach it takes to change in human systems. In 
most organizations, focusing on what's wrong and how to fix it is an ingrained habit. So a major 
component of any AI initiative is making the "mental shift" from focusing on problems to focusing 
on strengths.  
 
The following four guiding principles of AI describe why making this shift generates more 
successful and sustainable change. Each of the four is described briefly, followed by one of the 
strategies commonly used to put it into practice.  
 

• Principle 1: Words create worlds—"Reality" is not an objective fact—it is a subjective 
experience. When we use language in conversations, we are engaging in a process of 
creating meaning—creating our reality—with others. For example, whether the talk around 
the water cooler is negative or positive, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

• Strategy 1: Identifying your "positive core"—creating a clear image of your strengths 
and assets as an organization and individually. These are the key attributes you want to keep 
and build on for the future. 
   

• Principle 2: Positive images lead to positive action—humans (both organizations and 
individuals) move toward their images of the future. When you have positive, hopeful 
images of the future, you're inspired to take positive action in the present. When you're 
building on your strengths, you feel empowered to take bold steps toward your desired 
future.  

• Strategy 2: Dreaming about the future you want to create together—sharing your most 
heart-felt desires for your future as an organization and individually. When people see what 
they want for their own futures in an organizational vision, they are tireless about pursuing 
it.  
  

• Principle 3: Quality relationships are essential to organizational success—more and 
more, organizational success depends on effective teamwork, honest and clear 
communication, creativity and innovation, and appropriate leadership among all the relevant 
players, not just the management team. In short, success depends on quality relationships. 
Organizations can move mountains when people create quality relationships at and across 
all levels.  

• Strategy 3: Sharing stories to create quality relationships—Hearing someone's story 
transforms your relationship with him/her. When people talk with others about high points 
or challenges in their lives, they naturally build empathy, mutuality, respect, trust, and 
genuineness. In short, they build quality relationships.   
 

• Principle 4: Previously hidden possibilities emerge when the entire organization 
engages in conversations that matter. When all key players (all levels of staff, clients, 
funders, and other stakeholders) talk in meaningful ways across organizational boundaries, 
they build quality relationships. As they understand each others' perspectives, alternatives 
they had never before considered become real possibilities.  

• Strategy 4: Bringing all the stakeholders (or representatives) together, face-to-face—
Getting everyone in the room at the same time enables people to develop a clear 
understanding of the whole organizational picture. They make sense of each other's differing 
perspectives. They come to appreciate the diversity among them. A level of trust and 
collaboration not otherwise possible emerges.* 
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These four Appreciative Inquiry principles and strategies have been implemented successfully in 
organizations of virtually any size—literally one-person shops to international agencies. They can 
also be applied effectively in a unit within a larger organization.  
 
What happens in an AI Initiative?  
 
As its name suggests, putting Appreciative Inquiry into practice involves "appreciating" and 
"inquiring." The "appreciating" component involves creating and keeping a positive mind-set of 
valuing, affirming, and building on strengths throughout the organization. The "inquiring" 
component involves asking questions (unconditionally positive questions, of course!) to explore, 
study, discover and build on new possibilities. Together, they create powerful new relationships and 
catalyze organizational transformation. They are integrated in a variety of ways throughout the 
process.  
 
The first integration is in choosing a focus—what you want to accomplish. The very first choice in 
implementing AI is fateful if you apply the AI principle that organizations move toward what they 
focus on. So whatever you want to accomplish needs to be expressed in an "appreciating" and 
"inquiring" way so it creates the results you want. For example, suppose you've just been through 
budget cuts or staff layoffs and want some help moving forward. You might choose "Co-Creating a 
Vibrant Future" as an appropriate topic for an appreciative inquiry.  
 
A second vehicle for interweaving the two are structured conversations called "appreciative 
interviews." These are opportunities for people to tell stories about past high point experiences at 
work and their dreams for the organization's future. They serve the "appreciating" function because 
sharing stories builds positive connections between people. They serve the "inquiring" function 
because they invite exploration of what's working well in the organization and people's hopes for 
the future. They provide rich data for analysis throughout the rest of the inquiry.  
 
The four phases of an AI process also integrate "appreciating" and "inquiring" in practice. This 
process is called the 4-D cycle, because each of the phases begins with the letter "D." First, you 
"discover" your current and past strengths. Next, you "dream" about the possibilities for the future 
you want to create. Then, you "design" the ideal organizational systems that will enable you to 
move toward your dream. And finally, you set your "destiny" through ongoing innovation and 
action.  
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Here's what the 4-D cycle might look like in practice, working with the topic of "Co-Creating a 
Vibrant Future:"  
 

• In the discovery phase, you engage people in conversation about the core strengths and 
attributes of your organization. They tell stories about their peak experiences—times when 
they were most alive and engaged in their work. From these interactions, you develop a map 
of your positive core—the forces that give life to your organization when it is at its best.  
 

• In the dream phase, you explore your highest aspirations for the future you want to create 
together. You identify new ways to build on your positive core. People get energized as they 
see that they can achieve their own dreams as they're contributing to the organization's 
dreams. You write alternative dream statements and enact these images of your desired 
future to make them more real.  

 
• At the design phase, you create "blueprints" for the kind of organization that will bring your 

dreams to life. People dialog about what will inspire them to commit their energy and 
spirits. You develop "provocative propositions" describing your organization's ideal "ways 
of doing things"—its structures, systems, values, norms, strategies, relationships.  

 
• When you reach the destiny phase, you begin to construct your desired future through 

innovation and action. At this point, people self-organize to make specific changes they feel 
passionate about. You create ways to coordinate the work, and to continue improvising and 
celebrating accomplishments.* 

 
You have lots of flexibility in how to implement an AI initiative. The one consistent principle is 
that the more stakeholders (including staff, Board, members/clients, volunteers, funders, relevant 
community organizations, etc.) participate, the better. This ensures the broadest array of input and 
the best buy-in to the outcomes. And AI has been successfully implemented with groups ranging in 
size from 2 to thousands—so no organization is too small or too large!  
Typically, projects start with an extensive series of appreciative interviews to build interest and 
energy for the AI process as well as to collect data. Then stakeholders (again, as broad an array as 
possible) come together to make meaning from the interview data and complete the 4-D cycle 
together. This could happen in a number of different formats: 
  

• An AI Summit, where a group of stakeholders (up to about 2,000 people) completes the 
entire 4-D cycle in a block of 2-5 days.  
 

• Progressive AI Meetings, where a group completes the 4-D cycle in a series of gatherings 
over several weeks.  

 
• Mass-Mobilized Inquiry, where a local community (town, city, even metropolitan area) 

engages in hundreds of interviews to define their ideal vision of their community.  
 

• Core Group Inquiry, where a small team completes a 4-D cycle on behalf of a larger 
organization or group.*  

 
*This material has been adapted from Whitney, Diana, and Amanda Troesten-Bloom, The Power of 
Appreciative Inquiry: A Practical Guide to Positive Change, San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler 
Publishers, 2003. The principles are from Chapter 3, “Eight Principles of Appreciative Inquiry,” 
and the alternative formats for the 4-D Cycle are from Chapter 2, “A Menu of Approaches to 
Appreciative Inquiry.” This book is our favorite resource because it provides a comprehensive 
overview of the theory as well as specific details on the practice of AI.  
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Planning your course: a decision guide (Source: D. Fink, 2003) 
 
Whenever teachers plan or design their courses, they are in essence making a series of decisions 
aimed at creating a design, which in this case consists of a plan of activities for what the teacher and 
students will do in the course. This guide identifies the several decisions involved in designing a 
course, places these decisions in an appropriate sequence, and suggests ways to make good 
decisions. These decisions can be grouped into three phases of the design process: 
 
Initial Phase:   Building Strong Primary Components of the Course 
Intermediate Phase:  Assembling the Components into a Dynamic, Coherent Whole 
Final Phase:    Taking Care of Important Details 
 
Initial Phase: Building Strong Primary Components 
 

1. WHERE ARE YOU? 
Size up the situational factors. 
-‐ Specific context: Number of students, kind of classroom, and so on. 
-‐ General context: Place in the curriculum, professional preparation, and so on. 
-‐ Nature of the subject: convergent or divergent, stable or rapidly changing? 
-‐ Student characteristics: Prior knowledge, attitudes, maturity, and so on. 
-‐ Teacher characteristics: Knowledge of and feeling toward subject and students; 

teaching philosophy, experience, and so on. 
-‐ Special pedagogical challenge: What is the special challenge to teaching this subject 

well? 
 

2. WHERE DO YOU WANT TO GO? 
What are your learning goals for the course? Ideally, what would you like students to get out 
of this course? Some possibilities:  
-‐ Foundational knowledge: Understanding key content: facts, principles, concepts, and so 

on. 
-‐ Application: Thinking skills, other physical and intellectual skills, managing complex 

projects. 
-‐ Integration: Connecting ideas, information, realms of life, and so on. 
-‐ Human dimension: Knowing how to interact with oneself and with others. 
-‐ Caring: Making changes in one’s feelings, interests, and values. 
-‐ Learning how to learn: Learning how to keep on learning after the course is over. 

 
3. HOW WILL THE STUDENTS AND YOU KNOW IF THEY GET THERE? 

How will you know if the students have achieved these goals? What kinds of feedback and 
assessment would be appropriate? 
See Exhibit A.1 for one way of developing appropriate kinds of feedback and assessment for 
different kinds of goals. 
-‐ For each general goal specified here, what information can you gather that will tell you 

and each student about individual progress toward that goal? About how well the whole 
class is learning? 

-‐ For which goals are paper-and-pencil evaluations sufficient? Which need reflective 
writing? Performance assessment? 

-‐ What kind of feedback and assessment can you provide that will go beyond just 
providing a basis for the grade and will actually enhance the learning process? 
 

4. HOW ARE YOU GOING TO GET THERE? 
Select or develop learning activities that reflect the principles of active learning. 



	   6	  

-‐ How will students acquire the content, that is, the necessary information and ideas? 
-‐ What kinds of “doing” and “observing” experiences do the students need? Can you 

create rich learning experiences that allow students to pursue several learning goals 
simultaneously? 

-‐ What kinds of reflective dialogue will help them make sense of the content and connect 
it to their own lives? Can you develop multiple forms of such dialogue—one-minute 
papers, weekly journals, end-of-term learning portfolios? 
 

5. WHO AND WHAT CAN HELP? 
Find resources. 
See Exhibit A.1 at then end of this appendix, as it can help identify the resources needed for 
each learning goal. 
-‐ What resources will the students need (and can you get) to support each of the learning 

activities listed in Decision #4? These may be people, places, or things, including media. 
 
Intermediate Phase: Assembling the Components into a Dynamic, Coherent Whole 
 
The next three decisions create a basic plan of learning activities. Sometimes Decision #6 (creating 
a core structure) will be done first, sometimes #7 (building an instructional strategy). I am 
presenting #6 first because it is often—but not always—makes more sense to start here. 
 

6. WHAT ARE THE MAJOR TOPICS IN THIS COURSE? 
Create a thematic structure for the course. 
-‐ Identify the four to seven major ideas, topics, or themes in the course. 
-‐ Place them in an appropriate sequence. 
-‐ If possible, make sure the ideas build on one another and result in a culminating project 

that integrates the ideas, topics, or themes. 
 

7. WHAT WILL THE STUDENTS NEED TO DO? 
Identify the specific learning activities necessary for the desired kinds of learning and put 
them into an effective instructional strategy. 
-‐ An instructional strategy is a combination of specific learning  activities in a particular 

sequence, usually laid out over a one- to three-week span of time. 
-‐ Each individual activity should build synergistically on students’ past learning activities 

and prepare them for future activities. 
-‐ Examples of instructional strategies. 

o Continuous series of lectures and reading assignments, interrupted once or twice 
by a midterm exam. Sequence of student activities: hear—read—test. 

o Series of reading, reflective writing, and whole-class discussion assignments 
(sequence repeated for each topic). Sequence of student activities: read—write—
talk. (A variation of this would be read—talk—write.  

o Start with some field or lab work observations, followed by readings and whole-
class-discussions. Sequence of student activities: do (or look)—read—talk. 
(Write-ups or lab or field work are sometimes included) 

o Lectures followed by field work or lab observations. Sequence of student 
activities: hear—see or do. 

o Have students do assigned readings followed by mini-tests done individually and 
in small groups, then move on to group-based application projects. Sequence of 
student activities: read—individual and group tests—practice “doing” with 
feedback. 

o Work through a series of developmental stages lasting four to six weeks apiece: 
build some knowledge and skills, work on small application projects, and then 
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work on larger, more complex projects. Sequence of student activities: know—
build know-how—do—DO. 

o Contract for a grade—that is, set up an agreement along the lines of “read text 
and pass exams” to get a C, add a research paper to get a B, do extended project 
as well as a research paper to get an A. 

 
It can be useful to create a diagram that illustrates the desired sequence of learning activities. A 
diagram of one possible sequence might look like the one in Figure A.1. 
 

FIGURE A.1. SAMPLE “CASTLE TOP DIAGRAM. 
 

 
 
 

8. WHAT IS THE OVERALL SCHEME OF LEARNING ACTIVITIES 
It can be helpful to create a diagram of the course structure and the instructional strategy, 
and then find ways to enhance the way these two components work together. An example of 
such a diagram might look like the one in Figure A.2. The diagram in the figure is just one 
example on one possibility. It would obviously need to be adjusted to fit the circumstances 
of any given teaching situation. 

 
-‐ Good course designs and plans provide for both differentiation and integration of 

learning.  
The differentiation can be reflected in variety in the type of learning activities from day 
to day, within each topical block of tie, and in development in the complexity and 
challenge of the learning, from topical unit 1 through 4. 
The integration should be reflected both within each topical unit of time and in the 
progression through each of the topical units. 

-‐ At the conclusion of this process, you should be ready to lay out a week-by-week 
schedule  of activities for the whole term. Exhibit A.2 at the end of this handout can be 
useful in laying out the entire schedule or sequence of activities for the whole course. 
The form assumes three class sessions per week. You can adjust it as needed for courses 
with different time formats. As you do this, there is a helpful sequence of questions to 
ask: 

What activities need to come first, that is how should the course begin? 
What activities do you want to conclude with, that is, how should the course 
end? 
What should the sequence of activities be in the middle of the course? 

-‐ Developing the design or plan for the course is very important. It is also important, 
though, to remember that it is only a plan. Like all plans, it needs to be flexible and 
subject to change as it is implemented. 
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FIGURE A.2. STRATEGY AND STRUCTURE LAYOUT. 
 

 
 

 
Final Phase: Taking Care of Important Details 
 

9. HOW ARE YOU GOING TO GRADE? 
Develop you grading system. 
-‐ It should reflect the full range of learning goals and activities. (Remember: You do not 

have to grade everything, but make sure you do grade some instances of every kind of 
learning you want students to retain.) 

-‐ The relative weight of each item on the course grade should reflect the relative 
importance of the activity. 

 
10. WHAT COULD GO WRONG? 

Debug the design by analyzing and assessing this “first draft” of the course. 
-‐ General criteria for a good course design: 

It is based on an in-depth analysis of the situational factors? 
Does it include higher-level learning goals? 
Do the feedback and assessment activities reflect the principles of educative 

assessment? 
Do the teaching and learning activities include active learning? 
Are the four components well integrated? 

-‐ Possible mechanical problems: 
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Will the students have time to do their out-of-class assignments? 
Will they be able to obtain the necessary resources? (For instance, how many students 
will be trying to obtain reading material in the library reserve at the same time? Are 
there enough copies for all of them?) 

 
11. LET STUDENTS KNOW WHAT YOU ARE PLANNING. 

Now write the syllabus. Include at least the following points: 
-‐ General management information—instructor, office hours, phone, and so on. 
-‐ Goals for the course 
-‐ Structure and sequence of activities, including the due dates for major assignments, tests, 

and projects 
-‐ Text and other required reading material 
-‐ Grading procedures 
-‐ Course policies: attendance, work turned in late, make-up exams, and so on. 

 
12. HOW WILL YOU KNOW HOW THE COURSE IS GOING? HOW IT WENT? 

-‐ Plan an evaluation of the course itself and of your teaching performance. 
-‐ What kinds of midterm and end-of-term feedback will you need? 
-‐ What specific questions do you have about 

The degree to which your goals for the course were achieved? 
The effectiveness of particular learning activities? 
Your ability to interact effectively with students? 

-‐ What sources can give you the information you need to answer these questions? 
Videotape or audiotape of the class sessions 
Student interviews or questionnaires 
Outside observers 
Test results 
 
EXHIBIT A. 1. WORKSHEET FOR DESIGNING A COURSE. 

Learning Goals for 
Course: 

Procedures for 
Evaluating Student 

Learning: 
Learning Activities: Resources: 

1. 
 
 

   

2. 
 
 

   

3. 
 
 

   

4. 
 
 

   

5. 
 
 

   

6. 
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EXHIBIT A. 2. SEQUENCE OF LEARNING ACTIVITIES. 
Sessions per Week 

Week Class 
Session 

Between 
Classes 

Class 
Session 

Between 
Classes 

Class 
Session 

Between 
Classes 

1 
 
 
 

     

2 
 
 
 

     

3 
 
 
 

     

4 
 
 
 

     

5 
 
 
 

     

6 
 
 
 

     

7 
 
 
 

     

8 
 
 
 

     

9 
 
 
 

     

10 
 
 
 

     

11 
 
 
 

     

12 
 
 
 

     

13 
 
 
 

     

14 
 
 
 

     

15 
 
 
 

     

Finals 
 
 
 


