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Here’s what Maarit Clay and Les Rosenbloom had to say about their practicum experience: “We learned that the process allows the facilitators to step back, while providing some structure, because the AI creates so much energy the group fuels itself. In addition, the nature of the AI system allows those with diverging opinions the open space to express themselves in a comfortable, non-threatening environment.” visual images.”

Huge congratulations to seven new AI Facilitators: across the world to Cape Town, South Africa’s Jacky Price and Ally Connelly; Shawn Mountcastle in Auburn, California; Maarit Clay and Les Rosenbloom in Corning, New York; David Contois in San Diego, California; and Frances Wenner in Leawood, Kansas. 

Jacky Price chandler2@telkomsa.net and Ally Connelly <con@iafrica.com>, both of whom participated in AIFT Cape Town, co-facilitated an Inquiry for Auburn House School, a Montessori school of more than 100 children, 14 permanent staff members and two itinerant teachers. Jacky and Ally invited six staff and teachers to form their Core Group. The Core Group settled on the topic of “Communications at its Best!” and, together with Jacky and Ally, modified the Interview Guide to make it specific to that topic.

On the day of the Inquiry (a holiday that people voluntarily gave up!), 16 people came together, starting with paired interviews that resulted in the identification of a number of life-giving forces—those conditions, factors and forces that supported their exceptional-moment stories of communications at their best at Auburn House. Four groups of four people each then developed Provocative Propositions—what exceptional communications would look like it if were happening more or all of the time at Auburn House. 

One example: 


We at Auburn House believe in the Essence of our True Self.


We reflect the values of the Whole.


We work from a point of Stillness.


We work with 100% commitment and dedication.

As a whole group, they were inspired toward four actions: 

Create a meeting place (a staff room) and celebrate it by 1st September 2006

Agreed on a time of stillness, once a day, wherever they are on the school premises

Create a news board

Restructure staff meetings, focusing on the positive and sharing successes of the week.

RESULTS: The meeting place was allocated and is in the process of transformation. The time of stillness was implemented beginning with the first day of the term.

Both Ally and Jacky most appreciated the visual metaphors people created: Jacky said, “…one group created a song about a staff room and all that would happen in it, to the tune of London’s Burning. Well! They made everyone sing, having written up the words on the flip chart.” Ally: “The show time was dynamic, energizing and highly creative.”  Ally said, “I was so energized at the end of the day and know that I have found the thing I want to do.  I was passionate about teaching and I am passionate about being an AI Facilitator.  In the week since doing this one, I have organized another two to be part of to get as much hands-on experience as possible.”

Shawn Mountcastle <theshawnosphere@yahoo.com> participated in AIFT Oceanside, CA. Shawn is director of operations for a small, multi-company business that is approaching its third anniversary (and wishes to remain anonymous). There are six entities under the parent company umbrella, including two non-profit foundations. Again, the Core Group chose the topic of excellent communication—what they wanted to create more of. Shawn told a great story about how the inquiry process began the moment the Core Group started meeting. Here’s his story:   

PROCESS:
“The Core Group met to discuss our approach to engaging the rest of the organization in the implementation process. A conversation spontaneously arose about how we could better keep track of people who travel and communicate our schedules to one another overall. We realized that when people use the technology available (the Outlook calendar), this works. We decided to ask that these changes be implemented: 

Use the (company) calendar in Outlook to track daily changes to “normal” schedules rather than the current practice of sending an email for each change

Have admin staff responsible for keeping the calendar updated, while each individual is responsible for communicating changes to admin staff

Change the culture to one where we first look at the (company) calendar to find out about people’s whereabouts, from current practice of “asking around.”

Publish a “normal” schedule of work hours.

RESULTS:

Three months later, these changes became standard practice.

This is an excellent example of how Inquiry begins the moment you begin asking questions about what works and why! While Shawn facilitated a “formal” Inquiry later, “Everyday AI” also works!

Maarit Clay <clay@corning-cc.edu> and Les Rosenbloom  lrosenbl@stny.rr.com>, both participated in AIFT Corning. They co-facilitated an Inquiry for the Student Services Team at Corning Community College: They say, “We are truly a community college, and proud of it.” 

The Team used AI to explore:

Closer communication on the team; 

Planning for an interim leader; and 

Guiding the search for a permanent head.
 

The Core Group indicated that the Student Services Team was in transition and that the trust established in the AI process would be important.

The face-to-face session started with paired interviews, with this “best experience” question: “Tell me a story about a time when you felt most connected with the Student Services team in your role of working to help students.  Looking at your entire experience with this team recall a time when you felt most alive and most excited about your involvement.  What made it an exciting experience? Who was involved? Describe the event in detail.”

Thirteen people participated in the Inquiry, with one person pairing with one of the facilitators for the interview. Here’s the Team’s Provocative Proposition: “We are a unified student development team that integrates with other areas of CCC to provide a holistic college/life experience to promote and support the success of every student.  We accomplish our work with a passion for student support and an over-arching integrity.  We provide leadership in an integrated team environment where trust and respect are the integral base of our efforts.  Our context is one of safety and support for our work so that we can add to the organizational context by contributing to an atmosphere of TRUE student development.”

RESULTS:


During the Inquiry, one member of the Team was inspired to volunteer to be the interim head of Student Development. After the Inquiry, the Team was inspired to create a job description to be used in the search for the permanent head of Student Development. It included characteristics that were identified during the Appreciative Inquiry.

OTHER RESULTS:

In a follow-up session, the Student Services Team reported:  

More interactions among participants

Better communications

Started communications flowing-before there was not a “place” to start

Trust level was very low. Has improved markedly now

Improved interactions. “Distances’ precluded much interaction. Now we are really getting to know each other

Never had a “retreat” to “bond”; AI acted as a retreat

Lowered barriers of total strangers

Acting Dean’s role is smoother as a result of sessions

AI Allowed us to focus on a framework around the work to be done without leading the process

Positive team building

Brought separate agendas into the fold

Commonalities emerged

Everyone was heard regardless of “status”

Explored the differences/values of what each department was responsible for and brought to the table and recognized how complementary things could be

Saw how each connected to the overall process of services to students—complementary wholeness

Everyone saw the big picture

Small group process worked well (physical proximity)

Strengthened relationships—better understanding of the culture of Student Services

(Acting Dean)--strengthened my understanding of the vacant position--able to see other’s values in the position

Able to see what we all do and our commonalities

An expedient way to provide the President with group‘s recommendation

Allowed us to feel better about our position and value to the college

Empowering; allowing us to present ourselves to the rest of the college world

New people and department secretary are much more involved in the day-to-day functioning of the department

Increased trust level

Meetings have positive energy

Process provides structure to allow others (new members) to participate in unit

Process increases power of the group process-allowing and supporting each other’s epiphany
 

Maarit and Les plan to continue AI when the new Dean is in place.

 

“We learned that the process allows the facilitators to step back, while providing some structure, because the AI creates so much energy the group fuels itself.  In addition, the nature of the AI system allows those with diverging opinions the open space to express themselves in a comfortable, non-threatening environment. One personal best experience was seeing people working together so positively on the visual images. Also, the process of creating visualizations and writing provocative propositions manages to include all the participants at the table regardless of their communications preferences.”

David Contois <david@bluskyegroup.com> participated in AIFT Palm Springs. He facilitated a session with ARTS: A Reason to Survive, in San Diego. ARTS was founded in 2001 by artist Matt D’Arrigo based on his philosophy that the artistic process can change and heal lives. D’Arrigo started volunteering at Ronald McDonald House every Saturday, bringing art projects to the children and families staying there. Since then ARTS has grown to employ four full time staff, two part time, and 50 volunteers; it operates on a $450,000 budget, and serves more than 3,500 children each year at 12 partner locations.

ARTS’ signature outreach program, “Expression Sessions,” sends trained artists/mentors into partnering organizations on a weekly basis to bring a variety of visual, performing, and literary arts experiences to children throughout San Diego County who are facing adversity.

ARTS program partners include: Ronald McDonald House, San Diego Children’s Hospital, San Diego Hospice, San Diego Center for Children, Casa de Amparo, Cortez Hill Family Center, Monarch School, Becky’s House, Polinsky Children’s Center, Camp Pendleton, MCAS Miramar. Through these partnerships and community projects, ARTS has brought over 12,000 children positive artistic experiences since 2001. ARTS will open the first Pat D'Arrigo ARTS Center in the fall of 2006 and will begin to offer in-house programs, camps, workshops, and trainings.

David facilitated an Inquiry on the broad topic of “ARTS at its Best.” A variety of themes emerged from the interviews: knowledge, passion, commitment (to kids), commitment (to hard work), laughter, faith in the organization, professional, prestige, learning, expansion, give back, forward thinking, kid-focused, meaningful programs, empathy, money, keep hope alive, legacy, manifested potential, a kid can be a kid, bring out potential, help kids rise above, community, maintain core values, creativity, relationships, family feel, character, special, fun, thrive is preventative, honesty, stewardship, delight, bright/energy, safe environment, balance, magic moments, and pro-active.

In the Dream phase, after they created their visual image and performed for the group, they chose “magic moments” and “helping kids rise above” to begin the process of creating their Provocative Propositions. They came up with:

a. ARTS helps kids transform adversity by creating magical moments through artistic expression in a nurturing environment.

b. ARTS creates a safe and nurturing environment for children and families to express themselves and rise above adversity.

In the design phase, the participants were inspired to publicly make 11 individual commitments, offers, or requests.

David said that, “The group definitely was very energized and playful as they moved toward the Provocative Propositions (shared visions). It was great to see how easily they adapted to the AI process and were laughing and really enjoying themselves within the framework of moving the organization forward.”

He will be meeting with the Executive Director to discuss ways he can continue to facilitate the process. One of the board’s commitments is to create a strategic planning committee. David will suggest being on that committee and working with the ED to continue the strategic thinking that was begun in this inquiry.

What he wished for was a smooth, energetic and motivating seven-hour retreat. The evaluation forms all reflected scores of 4 and mostly 5s (the highest rating) from each participant. All the participants also indicated the session’s length was “just right”, with one person saying it was too short.

“What I learned from the inquiry is I can do this. Although I knew I was prepared, I was still nervous. Mostly in terms of handling objections, reframing folks away from the traditional deficit-based framework to the more positive approach. I was also nervous discussing how AI does not ignore the negatives; it just reframes and looks at the situation from the other way (i.e., Expanding the positive).”

Frances Wenner <Franwenn@aol.com> of Francie Wenner Consulting in Leawood, Kansas, who participated in AIFT Albuquerque, had a great success story with a corporation that wishes to remain anonymous. 

How I spent my summer vacation:

As John Lennon said, sometimes “Life is what happens while you’re making other plans.” As the person who coaches and certifies AIFT Completers and reports your successes in Words Create Worlds on behalf of Company of Experts.net, it was not my “plan” to let such a long period of time “happen” since the June issue. However, many unplanned personal changes were happening in my life that kept me fully occupied. Please forgive me. 

A BONUS: I am attaching what I consider to be an excellent article that continues to support the research and theory underlying Appreciative Inquiry and why it works. 
Enjoy!
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Nancy Stetson
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