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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to use an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) approach to 

discover generative instructional and assessment practices of teachers in the language arts 

classroom at a 5th and 6th grade low socioeconomic public school campus in Texas that 

earned five distinctions for three consecutive years. The study sought to design a 

framework for promoting generative teaching and instructional practices which enhance 

student learning and engagement utilizing the first three phases of the AI 4D Model: 

Discovery, Dream, and Design. Through a systematic process of discovering the best of 

what is, dreaming about what could be, designing a plan for what should be, and creating 

collective commitments about what will be, data was collected through an iterative 

process of (a) journaling and observations, (b) semi-structured participant interviews, and 

(c) participant-created documents. Five salient themes emerged from which five pillars of 

collective commitment were co-created by the study participants as an alternative to high-

stakes testing and prescriptive learning. A proposed solution was espoused through the 

following generative learning processes of (a) generative relationships, (b) generative 

meaning, (c) generative thinking, (d) generative conversation, and (e) generative 

empowerment. These five new generative learning processes form the basis for future 

development of a framework that produces generative learning outcomes that empower 

teachers and students as independent learners who construct meaning through discovery, 

discourse, and dialogue.  

 

 

   



 iv 

Acknowledgements 

 I wish to first acknowledge the patience and expertise of my committee chair, Dr. 

Rob Koonce. Thank you for introducing me to Appreciative Inquiry. Your unwavering 

guidance, support, and advice throughout this journey have allowed me to persevere 

through sleepless nights and countless hours of writing and revising. You helped me rise 

above the greatest learning challenge of my life and truly “appreciate” the “inquiry” I 

have endured.  

To my committee member and mentor, Dr. Brock, I am forever grateful for your 

invaluable feedback and mentorship throughout the dissertation journey. You honed my 

writing craft and helped me realize that “less” is sometimes “more.”  

I also wish to acknowledge all my professors who have enriched my learning and 

encouraged a life of experience, reflection, and action. Dr. Leah Georges, you stepped in 

as a mentor and offered support when I needed it most. I am truly thankful. Dr. Cherney, 

you ignited a fire within me that led to selecting Creighton University as the place for my 

doctoral journey. Your leadership and passion for learning will forever inspire me. 

Lastly, it is with great pleasure that I acknowledge my family and friends. Mom, 

Dad, Jeremy, and Karen, you have remained patient and fully supportive throughout this 

entire process, even when it seemed unachievable at times. Without your love and 

support, I would have never finished. Colten, I know it has been a long road with many 

lonely nights and days, but I truly appreciate you hanging in there through thick and thin. 

Finally, thank you to my nephew, Justin. Your youthful exuberance has reminded me that 

learning and growing is never ending.  

 



 v 

 

Table of Contents 

    Page 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. iii 

Acknowledgments.............................................................................................................. iv 

Table of Contents .................................................................................................................v 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................1 

Introduction and Background ..............................................................................................1 

Statement of the Problem .....................................................................................................2 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................4 

Research Question(s) ...........................................................................................................4 

Aim of the Study ..................................................................................................................5 

Methodology Overview .......................................................................................................5 

Definition of Relevant Terms ..............................................................................................6 

Delimitations and Limitations ..............................................................................................7 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem .............................................8 

Significance of the Study .....................................................................................................9 

Summary ............................................................................................................................11 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ....................................................................13 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................13  

Conceptual Framework ......................................................................................................13 

Professional Experiences .......................................................................................13 

Epistemology .........................................................................................................15 



 vi 

Overview of Historical Context of Accountability and Testing Reform ...........................16 

Theoretical Framework ......................................................................................................20 

Key Components of AI ......................................................................................................20 

Five Basic Principles of AI ....................................................................................22 

The 4D Model of AI ..............................................................................................23 

            Discovery Phase .........................................................................................24 

            Dream Phase ..............................................................................................25 

            Design Phase ..............................................................................................26 

            Destiny Phase .............................................................................................26 

AI Assumptions .....................................................................................................27 

Synthesis of the Empirical Research .................................................................................28  

Changing Individual and Organizational Thinking through Generativity .............28 

            Overview of Change Theory ......................................................................29 

            Changing Individual Thinking ...................................................................31 

            Changing Organization Thinking ..............................................................33 

Cultivating Meaningful Relationships through Generative Discourse ..................36 

            Building Trusting Relationships ................................................................36 

            Cultivating a Positive Rapport with Students ............................................38 

Transforming Learning Experiences through Co-Created Narratives ...................39 

                         Storytelling for Self-transformation ..........................................................41 

                         Storytelling for Organizational Transformation .......................................43 

Literature about the Professional Practice Setting .............................................................45 

Summary ............................................................................................................................47 



 vii 

 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY .........................................................................48 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................48 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................49 

Research Design.................................................................................................................50 

Participants .........................................................................................................................52 

Data Collection Tools ........................................................................................................53 

Observations and Journaling ..................................................................................54 

Semi-Structured Interviews ...................................................................................55 

Interview Summary Protocol .................................................................................55 

Embedded Member Checking and Triangulation ..................................................56 

Dream Phase Self-Reflective Protocol...................................................................57 

Dream Dialogue and Co-Created Narratives .........................................................57 

Provocative Proposition .........................................................................................58 

Statements of Truth and Pillars of Collective Commitments  ...............................59 

Data Collection Procedures ................................................................................................60 

Participant Selection ..............................................................................................61 

Introductory Session ..............................................................................................62 

Discovery Phase Procedures ..................................................................................62 

            Partnering for Discovery ............................................................................63 

The Dream Phase Procedures ................................................................................64 

Design Phase Procedures .......................................................................................65 

Ethical Considerations .......................................................................................................67 

Summary ............................................................................................................................68 



 viii 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS .........................................................................................70 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................70 

Purpose of the Study ..........................................................................................................70 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................70 

Presentation of the Findings...............................................................................................71 

Data Collection Process .........................................................................................71 

Data Analysis Process ............................................................................................73 

            Summary of Findings .............................................................................................75 

            Report of Finding ...................................................................................................76 

                      Finding 1 ......................................................................................................76 

                             Student-Student Relationships ..............................................................77 

                             Student-Teacher Relationships .............................................................78 

                             Finding 1 Conclusion  ...........................................................................80 

                      Finding 2 ......................................................................................................80 

                             Constructing Meaning Through Instruction and Assessment ...............81 

                             Finding 2 Conclusion ............................................................................82 

                       Finding 3 .....................................................................................................82 

                             Open-ended Thinking ...........................................................................83 

                             Creative Thinking .................................................................................84 

                             Finding 3 Conclusion  ...........................................................................84 

                      Finding 4 ......................................................................................................85 

                             Student-to-Teacher Conversations ........................................................85 

                             Student-to-Student Conversations ........................................................87 



 ix 

                             Finding 4 Conclusion  ...........................................................................90 

                       Finding 5 .....................................................................................................90 

                             Students as Leaders of Their Learning .................................................90 

                             Students Taking Risks...........................................................................93 

                             Finding 5 Conclusion  ...........................................................................94 

Summary ............................................................................................................................95 

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ..............................96 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................96 

Purpose of the Study ..........................................................................................................96 

Aim of the Study ................................................................................................................96 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................97 

Review of Methodology ....................................................................................................97 

Synthesis of Major Findings ..............................................................................................98 

Proposed Solution ............................................................................................................100 

Five new Generative Learning Processes ........................................................................101 

Generative Relationships .....................................................................................103 

Generative Meaning .............................................................................................104 

Generative Thinking ............................................................................................105 

Generative Conversations ....................................................................................106 

Generative Empowerment ...................................................................................107 

Support for the Solution ...................................................................................................108 

Obstacles Impeding the Solution .....................................................................................110 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution........................................................................111 



 x 

Practical Implications.......................................................................................................112 

Implications for Future Research .....................................................................................113 

Summary of the Study .....................................................................................................114 

References ........................................................................................................................116 

Appendix A ......................................................................................................................140 

Appendix B ......................................................................................................................147 

Appendix C ......................................................................................................................148 

Appendix D ......................................................................................................................149 

Appendix E ......................................................................................................................150 

Appendix F.......................................................................................................................151 

Appendix G ......................................................................................................................152 

Appendix H ......................................................................................................................156 

 
  

 

 



Running head:  EXAMINING INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT             1
      

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

 Since the inception of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) which led 

to the onset of high stakes testing and state accountability ratings in American public 

schools, many K-12 classroom instruction and assessment practices have been 

compromised (Au, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Thompson & Allen, 2012; Watson, Johanson, 

Loder, & Dankiw, 2014). Consequently, effective teaching and learning experiences for 

students in many schools across the nation have been replaced by pedagogical practices 

that focus on rote memorization and limit higher level thinking opportunities for students 

(Au, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Faulkner & Cook, 2006). Moreover, high-stakes tests have 

caused teachers to stray from student-centered activities toward teacher-directed methods 

of instruction that hinder students from obtaining the critical thinking skills necessary to 

become real world problem solvers and creative thinkers (Robinson & Aronica, 2015). 

Ultimately, teaching and learning have become scripted. From methodology and 

planning to presentation and delivery, teachers have developed prescriptive narratives, 

diverting learners from transformative learning experiences that encourage creative 

thought and higher order thinking. In the process, students have become products of these 

narratives by mimicking the stories that are prescribed to them. From consumption and 

acquisition to transfer and application, students have resorted to regurgitating facts and 

information in the form of pre-written scripts that discourage higher-level thought and 

creative thinking. Together, these narratives have become the accepted reality for how 

students and teachers in a high-stakes testing culture seize to exist. 
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This qualitative instrumental case study explored the instructional and assessment 

practices of fifth and sixth grade language arts teachers at a Title I public school campus 

in a suburb of a major metropolitan area in Texas (Creswell, 2012; Creswell, 2013; Yin 

2014). Through an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) approach, teachers engaged in meaningful 

discourse to discover generative instructional and assessment practices that facilitate 

student learning and engagement in the language arts classroom. This qualitative study 

also allowed teachers to dream about alternative instructional and assessment practices 

and design provocative propositions for creating classroom learning environments that 

foster student-centered activities and assessments that engage and empower learners. 

Statement of the Problem  

 As Au (2011) posits, the ensuing results of high-stakes testing have 

proselytized students and teachers as victims of Campbell’s Law. As Campbell’s Law 

suggests, by placing too much value on an indicator, both the indicator and those 

involved with the indicator are corrupted (Nichols & Berliner, 2007).  The value that has 

been placed on high-stakes testing and accountability ratings since the inception of 

NCLB has evoked an ongoing assessment conundrum. This conundrum has in turn 

strayed teachers from effective and innovative teaching practices, disengaged students 

from participating in meaningful learning experiences, and compromised both teachers’ 

and students’ cognitive thinking skills (Au, 2011). 

Pedagogical practices across the nation have become focused on high-stakes 

testing, rote learning, and an overabundance of multiple-choice tests. On average, 

students at the given place of study take 25 multiple-choice tests per semester in the 

subjects of English language arts, math, science, and social studies. This myriad of 
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multiple-choice tests takes on average one full class period to complete, includes review 

days prior to administration, and is often followed by another class period to review 

results and make corrections. In alignment with Au’s (2011) research, teachers are left 

feeling disempowered and deskilled from the continued overemphasis on testing. Lessons 

have become scripted and teachers appear to have fallen into what Au suggests as the 

“New Taylorism” (p. 25). Not only have tests become standardized, but teaching has 

become standardized as well. Subsequently, opportunities for creative teaching have 

dissipated, and instruction has become a technical operation, rather than an artful craft.  

More alarmingly, student creativity and higher order thinking skills are being 

comprised (Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Ysseldyke, 2004). Students may be able to 

produce results on high stakes tests, but when asked to provide evidence for their answers 

or justify their thinking, their common response is, “I found it in the passage.” 

Additionally, responses such as, “It said it in paragraph 3” or “I don’t know why I chose 

that answer” often consume classroom discussions. In essence, standardized tests and 

standardized teaching have objectified and decontextualized learning as a technology in 

which students and teachers produce rote answers and simply regurgitate acquired 

information. Opportunities for creative teaching, learning, and thought have been 

compromised for nearly two decades, and students, teachers, schools, and districts are 

now being reduced to simply a test score and a multiple choice test question. Students are 

being measured and compared by the specific scores that they produce, as opposed to 

being recognized for the ability they have to think critically and reason effectively (Ellis 

& Whatley, 2008).  
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A vision of academic success extends beyond instructional practices and 

assessments that measure student performance by merely a test score or a multiple choice 

question. Instructional and assessment practices that are student-centered and produce 

opportunities for generative thinking and learning, create opportunities for capacity of 

student success. My study explored generative instructional and assessment practices of 

teachers in the language arts classroom at a 5th and 6th grade campus that earned five 

distinctions in three consecutive years (2014-2016) and sought to identify the necessary 

factors to sustain and extend those practices.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to use an Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) approach to discover generative instructional and assessment practices of 

teachers in the language arts classroom at a 5th and 6th grade low socioeconomic 

intermediate public school campus in Texas that earned five distinctions in three 

consecutive years and identify the necessary factors to sustain and extend those practices. 

Research Questions 

 The current study was guided by the following overarching question: What 

generative instructional and assessment practices exist in the language arts classroom to 

facilitate student learning and engagement?  Using an Appreciative Inquiry approach, the 

current study was further guided by the following research questions: 

1. What generative instructional practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

2. What generative assessment practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 
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3. What generative instructional practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

4. What generative assessment practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the current study was to use generative instructional and assessment 

practices teachers identified to design a framework for promoting and sustaining 

generative practices which can enhance student learning and engagement in the language 

arts classroom at a fifth and sixth grade low socioeconomic intermediate public school 

campus in Texas. 

Methodology Overview 

 A qualitative instrumental case study research design was utilized to discover 

generative instructional and assessment practices which facilitate student learning and 

engagement in the 5th and 6th grade language arts classroom. AI is a model for navigating 

and instigating change through the identification of an organization’s positive attributes 

(Dematteo & Reeves, 2011). Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) describe AI as a discovery 

of the best in people. AI suggests that people and organizations evolve through 

affirmative questioning that strengthens a system’s ability to increase positive potential.  

Through a systematic process that consisted of the first three phases of the AI 4D 

model (Cooperrider & Whitney 2005) - discovery, dream, design, and destiny - data 

collection involved an iterative process: (a) focus groups (b) semi-structured participant 

discussions (c) observations and journaling; and (d) documents created through 

participant synergenesis (Bushe & Paranjpey, 2015; Creswell, 2013; Fifield, 2013).  
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For the purpose of the current study, two groups of nine teachers participated in 

four sessions over a two-week period. Due to the nature of Appreciative Inquiry and its 

social constructionist approach (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005;  Gergen, 2008), the study 

focused on generativity and generative questioning that evoked teacher dialogue and 

discourse to affirm moments of generative instruction and assessment (Cooperrider, 

Godwin, Boland, & Avital; Bushe, 2014; Kalargiros & Manning, 2015). Chapter 3 

provides a more extensive and detailed explanation of the methodology.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Distinctions: Campuses receiving a Met Standard rating are eligible for 

distinction designation. Distinctions are awarded for achievement, growth, closing 

the achievement gap, and post-secondary readiness on the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) based on performance relative to 

a group of campuses of similar type, size, grade span, and student demographics.  

Generativity: The creation of new ideas that inspire action and change people’s 

thinking. 

 Generative: Capable of producing extensive thought, reflection, and emotion.  

Provocative Proposition: A statement describing a perceived future; one that 

challenges the status quo and worded in the present as if it were the current 

reality. 

Synergenesis: The process of creating a collective experience of reading first 

person stories to catalyze conversations that answer a central question. 
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Delimitations and Limitations 

Limitations 

 This study presented the following limitations: 

1. This study was limited to one academic semester. 

2. The study used a small population size of one Texas public school. 

3. Findings were limited to the setting, time, and subjects of this study (Stringer, 2013). 

4. Potential bias from participant discussions.  

5. Possibility of subjective experience and interpretation. 

Delimitations 

 This study presented the following delimitations: 

1. This study was delimited to 856 students and 18 teachers at a fifth and sixth grade 

campus in a school district of 60,000 students. 

2. This study used qualitative action research by involving practitioners in a study to 

solve a practical problem. 

3. The use of Appreciative Inquiry created limits in the way questions were framed and 

elicited only the best of what is in the classroom (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 

2008). 

4. Provided opportunities for discovering what can be. 

5. Excluded the potential of creating a problem-based approach to something more 

action research-oriented. 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 My role as a leader within the organization was considered during the entirety of 

this study. As a member of the core leadership team, my actions and behaviors were 
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representative of the entire school community and its stakeholders. In approaching this 

Dissertation in Practice (DIP) topic, I represented the school district’s best practices and 

maintained my role and responsibilities as an instructional coach employed by the 

district. Holding true to my authentic and servant leadership attributes assisted in creating 

a positive experience for all those involved in my DIP.  

 Fortunately, both the chosen problem and the methodology of the study 

contributed to maintaining a positive experience for those involved. Generative 

questioning that focused on the positive affirmed my role as a servant leader within the 

school community and provided opportunities for faculty to discover generative 

instructional and assessment practices to expand upon their current practices. 

Additionally, the study explored generative assessment and teaching practices that foster 

generative learning outcomes and empower students and teachers as leaders of their own 

learning experiences. By exploring generative instructional and assessment practices 

through an AI study, teachers and students were empowered as leaders in making a 

difference not only in their own learning, but in the overall learning and growth of their 

students and the entire school community. 

From a leadership development perspective, this study assisted in distributing 

leadership among teachers. One of the key components of AI is individual and collective 

dialogue that focuses on discovering the best of what is to dream about what could be in 

order to design a new destiny. Actively involving teachers in this process, provided 

opportunities for teachers to emerge as leaders and take ownership for solving complex 

real world problems. 
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In addition to developing leaders and solving complex real world problems, my 

DIP created a collective vision towards effective instruction and assessment in the 

language arts classroom. Through generative discourse and dialogue during the AI 

process, teachers developed a sense of purpose and forged relationships that contributed 

to future meaningful collaboration. This approach was a catalyst for assisting teachers in 

moving forward collectively towards a shared vision for instruction and assessment 

practices that engage and empower students. 

Significance of the Study 

 The current study contributed to the practice and profession of instruction, 

assessment, and learning for teachers, students, and administrators in a multitude of 

ways: (a) it provided a focus on the discovery of generative instructional and assessment 

practices through an Appreciative Inquiry model, (b) it identified instructional and 

assessment practices that promote critical thought and transformative learning 

experiences, (c) it presented opportunities for social construct and sense-making through 

generative discourse, collaboration, and narrative co-creation about the best of what is 

and what could be, and (d) it cultivated relationships among teachers by empowering 

them as agents of change.  

Through the discovery of generative instructional and assessment practices in a 

school that earned five distinctions in three consecutive years, a model of school reform 

that focuses attention away from multiple-choice tests and high-stakes testing can be 

imagined and ultimately created. The identification of generative learning processes 

guided the research so that alternative instructional and assessment practices to enhance 

creative thought, higher-order thinking skills, and student engagement could be created. 
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This collaborative effort advanced new relationships and assisted in the development of a 

collective vision towards generative outcomes in the language arts classroom. These 

newly developed relationships cultivated a positive self-awareness for individuals and 

their respective organization, afforded teachers insight into the differing learning needs 

and motivations of their students, enriched participants in reflective practices, and 

motivated students about their own learning. Collectively, this positive model of 

discourse presented opportunities for more engaging activities and authentic learning 

experiences and empowered student and teacher voice in the learning process.  

The current study also extended the social constructionist aspects of AI in the 

context of an educational setting. As acknowledged by Adams (2007), critical to the 

process of innovative teaching and improved student learning is the shift from teacher to 

student knowledge acquisition and application to student-constructed and co-created 

knowledge generation. The current prescriptive narrative imposed on the field of 

education continues to hinder opportunities for creative thought and high-order thinking.  

The reframing of the narrative presented in the current study generated individual 

ownership of learning through internal cognitive and external social processes (Jha, 

2012).  Knowledge generation stems from the ongoing process of reflecting and sharing 

within human discourse and communal relationships (Gergen, 2008; Jha, 2012). The 

current study also extended the theoretical framework of social constructionism by co-

creating new knowledge about generative instructional and assessment practices through 

the Discovery, Dream, and Design phases of AI. 

  The current study furthered Cooperrider’s (1996) idea of “the child as agent of 

inquiry” (p.1). Utilizing a culturally and socioeconomically diverse group of teachers in 
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the current AI study created opportunities for meaningful discourse related to student 

outcomes and performance. As Cooperrider explains, some of the most inspirational and 

passion-filled stories have come from interviews conducted during AI studies. The 

current research engaged teachers in the process of change and bridged the gap between 

teachers and students by co-creating individual and collective narratives that allowed for 

improvisation, creative thought, and higher-order thinking about what is best for students. 

Through the first three phases of the AI 4D Cycle, teachers expounded upon the current 

instructional and assessment strengths and existing positive core to co-create a new 

narrative that empowers them towards a better future. 

Chapter 1 Summary 

 Chapter one provided the foundation for this DIP. Following a brief introduction 

to the current study, the negative impact of high-stakes testing on classroom instruction, 

assessment, and learning outcomes was discussed. Further insights into the current 

prescriptive narrative that is hindering students and teachers from higher-level thinking 

and creative thought were provided. This section then outlined the purpose of the study, 

which was to discover generative teaching practices and assessment measures through an 

AI approach. Following the purpose statement, this section outlined the research 

questions that guided the study. The questions focused on generative teaching, learning, 

and assessment at its best and were derived from the positive principles embedded in the 

AI process. This section segued into the aim of the study, addressing the goal of 

developing a framework for promoting generative teaching and assessment practices 

which facilitate student learning and engagement.  



EXAMINING INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT 12 

 The next section delved into the proposed plan for data collection. As noted in 

this section, the data collection method consisted of compiling data using a qualitative AI 

approach. Limitations and delimitations were then discussed, providing a framework for 

potential pitfalls that may have interfered with the study. A careful look at the role of 

leadership in this study through my educational and professional experiences was then 

addressed. Finally, the last component established the significance of this DIP study. In 

particular, this section outlined the intentions of this study to contribute to generative 

learning and assessment practices that promote critical thought and transform teaching 

and learning experiences for students and teachers. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 This chapter offers a review of the recent accountability reforms being 

implemented by the Texas Education Agency, along with a brief description of the 

literature surrounding the nation’s educational testing reform and high-stakes testing 

initiatives. Furthering the literature review, a synthesis of theoretical frameworks 

grounded in the ideas and principles of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is generated, including 

a careful examination of social cognitive change theory, social capital theory, 

transformative learning theory, and narrative theory. Finally, Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is 

defined as a model for exploring generative teaching and learning experiences that lead to 

meaningful and substantive change. 

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework for the current study explores effective teaching and 

learning experiences of teachers and students in a low socioeconomic intermediate school 

that earned five distinctions in three consecutive years.  

Professional Experiences 

 My extensive background in working with teachers and students to create 

authentic learning experiences in schools assisted me in developing the conceptual 

framework for this study. The assumptions that contributed to this conceptual framework 

are based on the following four beliefs: 

1. Students are innately curious and enter the world with a desire to learn. 

2. Knowledge is constructed through experience, interaction, and discourse. 

3. Students and teachers co-create classroom learning experiences. 
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4. Positive rapport between teachers and students is essential for optimal 

learning. 

Having been an administrator for 11 years, an instructional coach for 5 years, and 

an elementary and middle school teacher for 6 years, my extensive experiences in 

education form the basis of my conceptual framework.  First and foremost, I believe that 

children and adults are natural inquirers. Albeit one’s inquiry is unique to one’s own 

experiences and interactions, we innately construct meaning from our interactions with 

others. I have engaged in countless hours observing, teaching, and interacting with 

children and adults in a multitude of socially and culturally diverse educational 

institutions. These extensive exchanges have confirmed my beliefs that students and 

adults construct meaning and make sense of the world around them through their 

relationships and experiences with others. The unique interplay comprises the learning 

experiences for each individual. Particularly, it is my belief that the rapport between 

student and teacher is instrumental in creating authentic learning experiences in the 

classroom. Teachers and students learn from each other, and when students are 

empowered in the learning process, they have the opportunity to achieve their full 

potential.  

My experiences with numerous economically, socially, academically, and 

culturally diverse students at nine different public and private schools over the course of 

the last 20 years, confirm my beliefs that students learn through dialogue and discourse. 

They shape their learning constructs through collaboration and generative dialogue with 

others (Bushe & Paranjpey, 2015; Gergen, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978).  Throughout my 

career, I have witnessed cooperative and collaborative discourse construct meaning and 



EXAMINING INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT 15 

understanding for students, teachers, administrators, and parents. These experiences form 

a basis for my epistemology. 

Epistemology 

The foundational premise of my experiences as a teacher, instructional coach, and 

administrator are grounded in a social constructionism epistemology. It is from the social 

constructionism theory that my beliefs about learning in a social context of the learning 

process are derived (Naude, Van Den Bergh, & Kruger, 2014). As Maskiewicz and 

Winters (2012) conclude, my beliefs and assumptions are furthered by the idea that 

students bring unique epistemological resources to the learning process. Those 

epistemologies together with the social construct they encounter, assist in making sense 

of their own natural world. The foundation of my assumptions are also based on the 

notion that knowledge is comprised from the inventive exchange of conversations 

between and among learners (Barrett & Fry, 2005; Gergen, 1999; Hart, Conklin, & Allen, 

2008). These social constructionist ideas are expounded upon throughout the literature 

review. Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) suggest that our future can be co-created 

through collective discourse. Similarly, Jha (2012) postulates that knowledge 

construction is a byproduct of communal relationships. In a culturally diverse setting, 

knowledge sharing and expansion are brought to fruition through communal relationships 

and generative discourse. As posited by DuFour (2004) in his groundbreaking work with 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC), creating a collaborative culture is at the core 

of developing a collective learning purpose for all. It is from this epistemological 

assumption that my passion for social construction of knowledge is derived.  
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Overview of Historical Context of Accountability and Testing Reform 

Since the inception of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) and the 

onset of national reform that brought about state mandated assessments and state 

accountability ratings, many K-12 classroom instruction and assessment practices have 

been compromised (Au, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Thompson & Allen, 2012; Watson, 

Johanson, Loder, & Dankiw, 2014). Although the Texas Education Agency’s (TEA) first 

Accountability Rating System for Texas public schools originated in 1993 (“Texas 

Education Agency,” 2017), the impact of national reform did not occur until NCLB 

became law. This implementation was made possible due to a viable infrastructure that 

allowed for student data collection from a statewide assessment program tied to a state-

mandated curriculum. Since its origination, the TEA Accountability Rating system has 

endured two overhauls. The first overhaul fell on the heels of the No Child Left Behind 

Act of 2001 (NCLB) and called for higher levels of district and school accountability to 

close the achievement gap and improve student achievement in math and reading (“Texas 

Education Agency,” 2017). In its most recent transformation, following the onset of 

Common Core Standards and the implementation of the Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills, the Texas Accountability Rating System is now based on the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) program. STAAR accountability 

measures include a multitude of new indices, which provide a comprehensive measure of 

district and campus performance (“Texas Education Agency,” 2017).   

According to TEA, the current accountability system assigns one of three 

academic ratings to each district and campus: Met Standard, Met Alternative Standard, or 

Improvement Required (“Texas Education Agency,” 2017). The ratings are based on a 
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framework of four indices which include student achievement, student growth, closing 

performance gaps, and postsecondary readiness. Furthering the ratings standards, 

campuses that achieve an accountability rating of Met Standard are eligible to receive 

distinction honors based on their relative performance against schools of similar type, 

size, grade span, and student demographics. Of the eight million tests taken in reading, 

math, science, writing, and social studies by students in 2015, 77% met the phase-in 

satisfactory standard for 2014-15. At the campus level, 86.4% of the 8,646 campuses in 

Texas Met Standard or Met Alternative Standard, yet only 50.8% of campuses received 

one or more distinction. Even more compelling, of the 8646 campuses across the state of 

Texas, only 5.3% received every distinction for which they were eligible.  

Although TEA expresses its goal of becoming one of the top 10 states in 

postsecondary readiness by 2020, TEA has adjusted the performance standards and 

original phase-in levels on multiple occasions. Most recently, the Texas Commissioner of 

Education initiated a Standards Progression approach to replace the original Phase-in 

approach, allowing for smaller, more incremental steps each year to the expected 

performance standards, in contrast to the previously planned increases that were to occur 

every few years (“Texas Education Agency,” 2017). This change decreased the 

performance standard expectations for the 2016 and 2017 Accountability Rating System. 

Additionally, it reduced the original Level II phase-in passing standards for all four index 

measures for the 2015-2017 school years.  

The implementation of the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, the State 

Assessment of Academic Readiness program, and the Texas Accountability Rating 

System, coupled with the nationwide Race to the Top initiative and the Common Core 
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Standards movement, have brought attention to high stakes, high accountability, 

standards-based approaches to education (Watson, Loder, & Dankiw, 2014). More 

specifically, these accountability standards and measures have brought about changes in 

teaching and assessment practices not only at the national and state levels, but also at the 

district and campus levels. Consequently, schools, school leaders, and teachers are left 

scrambling to meet the pressures of high stakes testing and accountability. The 

overwhelming attention to student achievement, student growth, closing the achievement 

gaps of diverse subpopulations, and postsecondary readiness, has shifted the focus from 

student learning and process to student performance on high stakes tests. As supposed by 

Watson, Loder, and Dankiw (2014), schools, educators, teachers, and students at all grade 

levels are experiencing the stress of numerous high stakes tests, tests that begin in third 

grade and continue through high school graduation. Furthermore, at certain intervals 

many of these high stakes tests require students to obtain passing scores in order to 

advance to the next grade level or graduate high school. Meek (2006) argues that these 

stringent measures have contributed to the growing number of teachers teaching to tests. 

 The Texas Education Agency’s Accountability Rating System has been 

impacting Texas public schools since its inception in 1993. With the onset of the No 

Child Left Behind act of 2001 (NCLB), the creation of the Texas Essential Knowledge 

and Skills and the State of Texas Assessments and Academic Readiness (STAAR) 

program, the arrival of Common Core Standards, and Race to the Top initiatives, high-

stakes testing has been instrumental in changing the roles of how teachers teach and 

students learn (Palmer & Snodgrass Rangel, 2011; Planke & Condliffe, 2013; Rapoport, 

2011). Despite updated standards and multiple assessment modifications, the negative 
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impact of the accountability system on schools, teachers, and students has progressively 

increased (Planke & Condliffe, 2013). 

Consequently, these accountability standards and measures have brought about 

changes in teaching methodology, perception, and classroom instruction that focuses on 

high-stakes assessment and multiple choice tests. As a result, effective teaching methods 

and authentic learning experiences for students have been replaced by pedagogical 

practices that focus on rote memorization and limit higher level thinking opportunities for 

students. The focus has shifted to teaching to the test, testing to the test, and other 

teacher-directed methods of instruction that hinder students from obtaining the necessary 

critical thinking skills to become real world problem solvers (Robinson & Aronica, 

2015). As a result, teacher-directed instruction has hindered student-centered learning 

opportunities and created high stakes classroom environments that do not differentiate 

instruction or promote student individuality, creativity, or passion for learning. 

Despite these national, state, and district-wide initiatives, research shows that 

school are still failing to meet targeted goals (Berliner, 2006). According to Watson, 

Johanson, Loder, and Dankiw (2014), students in low socio-economic schools with 

diverse cultures who are subjected to these high-stakes, stressful testing conditions are 

penalized for poor individual and school performance. Additionally, students are 

suffering the consequences of these high-stakes testing conditions. As Watson et al. 

(2014) and Fitzgerald (2015) postulate, many educators have expressed lower teacher 

morale, teacher guilt, student anxiety, and overall embarrassment. In some instances, 

high-stakes testing has withheld students from advancing to the next grade levels or even 

graduating. Similarly, teachers have reported leaving the field of education due to 
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negative experiences with high-stakes testing conditions and the pressures placed on both 

students and themselves. 

Theoretical Framework 

 From a theoretical perspective, the current study explores narrative theory, 

transformative learning theory, and social cognitive change theory within an Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) framework. After describing the fundamental components of AI and 

synthesizing the literature and its relation to the theories espoused, AI is defined as a 

model for reform implementation that utilizes distributive leadership and leads to 

meaningful change. 

Key Components of AI 

The theoretical perspectives chosen for my study stem from an Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) approach. AI is a systematic theoretical perspective which focuses on the 

affirmative life-giving attributes that lead to organizational change (Cooperrider & 

Srivastva, 1987). It is important to begin this discussion with a shared understanding of 

the meaning of both appreciative and inquiry. As noted by Cooperrider and Whitney 

(2005) appreciate means “valuing; recognizing the best in people and in organizations” 

(p. 7). Inquiry means “the act of discovery, exploration, examination, looking at, 

investigation, and study” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005, p. 7). Led through the use of 

generative questioning and aligned with many of the constructionist principles of Gergen 

(1985) and Vygotsky (1978), AI is grounded in a strengths-based approach to 

organizational planning and change. As the definitions suggest, AI is a journey into 

examining, exploring, and investigating the best of what exists in people and in 

organizations. 
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What Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) suggest as the potential end to problem 

solving continues to transform organizations and educational institutions around the 

world. An approach to affirming and appreciating the best in people, their ideas, and the 

worlds that encompass them, AI gives life and new meaning to individuals and 

organizations (Carr-Stewart & Walker, 2003). It offers an inquiry-based approach to 

exploring, discovering, and systematically searching to appreciate and understand 

situations and successes that lead to inspiration and transformative change (Conklin & 

Hart, 2009). Grounded in six key principles:  constructionist, simultaneity, poetic, 

anticipatory, positive, and wholeness, AI employs a 4D model of Discovery, Dream, 

Design, and Destiny (Fifolt & Lander, 2013; Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 2011). Although a 

5D and 6D model as described by Tschannen-Moran, M. and Tschannen-Moran, B. 

(2011) have been introduced, the current study remains committed to the first 3 

components of the original 4D model.  

As previously mentioned, AI is commonly viewed from six basic principles: the 

constructionist principle, the simultaneity principle, the poetic principle, the anticipatory 

principle, the positive principle, and the wholeness principle (Fifolt & Lander, 2013; 

Priest et al., 2013). Two other principles have also been noted in the literature: The 

Enactment Principle and The Free-Choice Principle (Fifolt & Lander, 2013; Whitney & 

Trosten-Bloom, 2002). Ideas from five of the six basic principles are first explained in 

greater detail throughout this review, and the components of all of the principles are 

coalesced through the exploration of the 4D model: Discovery, Dream, Design, and 

Destiny. 
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Five Basic Principles of AI 

 The theoretical foundations of AI are expressed in five key principles: 

1. The Positive Principle suggests that human organizations are energized by 

emotions that are tied to the discovery, celebration, and construction of 

strengths (Tschannen-Moran, M. & Tschannen-Moran, B., 2011). Whereas 

analyzing and problem solving can lead towards attention on the negative, the 

Positive Principle posits that through exploring and affirming the positives, 

organizations begin to create momentum towards hope, possibilities, and the 

collective potential for substantive change. 

2. The Constructionist Principle, which emphasizes the interrelatedness between 

social knowledge and organizational destiny, is the first core principle 

(Cooperrider et al., 2008). It is grounded on the premise that in order for 

change to occur, barriers of conventional and routine thinking must be 

overcome by unleashing the imagination of individuals and groups. This 

construct then sets the stage for conceiving a better future. 

3. The Principle of Simultaneity suggests that positive questions evoke positive 

stories and reflections (Tschannen-Moran, M. & Tschannen-Moran, B., 2011). 

This principle suggests that inquiry is part of the change process itself.  In 

essence, a positive present is created from the moment a positive question is 

invoked, ultimately leading to a positive future.  

4. The Anticipatory Principle sets the stage for what could be. It focuses on 

images of the future that are grounded in the positive. As Priest et al. (2013) 

and Tschannen-Moran, M. and Tschannen-Moran, B. (2011) suggest, the 
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Anticipatory Principle creates specific, positive, and collective images of what 

the future looks like for organizations and helps develop more yearning and 

movement towards those images.  

5. The Poetic Principle is what creates the story. Aristotle (as cited by Dybicz, 

2010) proposes that our stories and our actions of how we would like to be are 

shaped by the values that we embrace. The Poetic Principle suggests that 

organizations are open books that continually co-author their futures (Priest et 

al., 2013). By tending to the positive, organizations can become the stories 

they want to be (Tschannen-Moran, M. & Tschannen B., 2011).  

Collectively, these five principles “clarify that it is the positive image that results 

in the positive action, [and that] the organization must make the affirmative decision to 

focus on the positive to lead the inquiry” (Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 10). It is the 

foundation from these five principles that helps better understand the practices of AI, as 

described in the 4D model.  

The 4D Model of AI 

 The 4D model of AI revolves around a coordinated set of four phases that guide 

organizations both large and small in co-constructing the best possible future for that 

organizational system through the collective discovery of its positive core (Conklin & 

Hart, 2009; Niemann, 2010; Priest et al., 2013; Tschannen-Moran, M. & Tschannen B., 

2011). Although 5D and 6D models exist, the 4D model provides a viable framework for 

acting as the catalyst for positive change and allowing organizational members to think 

differently (Calabrese et al., 2007).  
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As part of this instrumental case study research design and for purposes of this 

study, the 4D model of AI guided the research. The 4D model begins with discovering 

the best of what is. The Define phase from the 5D model, as proposed by Tschannen-

Moran, M. and Tschannen-Moran, B. (2011), assisted in establishing the problem, 

purpose, and aim statements through careful examination of the literature surrounding 

high-stakes testing, authentic assessment, transformative learning, experiential learning, 

social constructionism, and AI. During the Define phase, organizations seek to clarify the 

focus of inquiry (Priest et al., 2013) by better understanding what people in organizations 

want or need. As conveyed by Bushe (2013), careful attention during the Define stage 

focuses on exploring and then developing a generative topic. Bushe advocates that the 

primary goal during this phase is to identify a core issue pertinent to the organization, 

match the group’s state of identity to the context in which it is being used, frame the 

inquiry in a novel way, and gain the interest and passion of those who will be involved in 

the process. In line with this ideology, a generative and affirming topic was discovered 

through an extensive literature search, research questions were then carefully crafted, and 

the first three phases of the 4D model of AI were selected to initiate the process. 

Discovery phase. The first of the four phases of AI is the Discovery phase. The 

Discovery phase as noted by Priest et al. (2013), answers the question, “What gives life to 

the organization?” (p. 22). According to Dalbiez (2004), this phase of AI centers on the 

positive core within the organization and sheds light on the organization’s existing 

strengths, resources, attributes, and skills. When organizations delve into previous and 

current strengths, meaningful and generative discourse emerges. During this phase, 

inquiry is the primary goal. Interviews between and among participants pose questions 
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that seek to affirm the positive. Explorative inquiries into peak moments from the past 

and present, assist participants in recognizing the factors that give life to the best of what 

is (Barrett, Cooperrider, & Fry, 2005; Conklin & Hart, 2009). Life-giving questions 

generate energy and excitement and affirm the positive qualities that are instrumental to 

future progress (Allen & Innes, 2013). Life-giving narratives and stories about the 

positive capacity of an organization are unveiled, giving way to inspiration for dreaming 

about the possibilities of what might be. This introductory phase of the 4D model creates 

the foundation for the work that is to be done in the Dream Phase and provides the 

context for generative processing and creative exploration into the organization’s future.  

These stories disclose critical information that serves as the springboard for the second 

phase of the 4D model, the Dream Phase.  

Dream phase. The Dream phase begins with the following questions: 1) What 

might be possible?  2) What is the world calling for? (Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly 2011). 

This phase sets the stage for collectively imagining the organization as it most wants to 

be. Using the stories generated during the Discovery phase, the Dream phase builds upon 

its positive core by engaging participants in innovative thinking and collective 

imagination (Barrett et al., 2005). It utilizes narratives that were co-created in the 

Discovery phase as seeds for new and innovative ideas about the future. As Barrett et al. 

advance, the Dream phase is one of wonderment and creative fluidity. Through 

generative processes, participants engage in creating projections of positive images about 

the ideal future as though it were already thriving. As with the Discovery phase, carefully 

crafted questions guide the process. These questions serve to produce a bold vision of 

what the world is calling the organization to become (Dunlap, 2008). Grounded on the 
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poetic principle, newly developed stories, narratives, and metaphors pave the way for 

bringing dreams to the forefront (Tschannen-Moran, M. & Tschannen-Moran, B., 2011). 

The Dream phase creates a clear vision towards a better future and prepares participants 

for the Design phase. 

Design phase. The Design phase revolves around the question: What should be? 

(Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 2011). It coalesces the positive core with the envisioned future 

to design provocative propositions about what should be. Participants organize and 

categorize values and aspirations from earlier phases by moving intermittently between 

what might be and what should be. This interplay moves participants towards socially 

constructed statements of the organization’s tenets and aims and advances the 

organization in the direction of its greatest aspirations. As Barret et al. (2005) submit, 

these provocative statements envisage grand possibilities that challenge participants to 

reach beyond what might have ever seemed possible. The statements are generative in 

nature and as Nelson and Wright (2011) deduce, they invoke deep thought in those 

involved and engage participants in meaningful dialogue. Markova and Holland (2005) 

exhort that the Design phase serves as the stepping-stone towards turning an 

organization’s dreams into a reality, but not before delving into the fourth and final 

phase, the Destiny phase. 

Destiny phase. The Destiny phase addresses the question: How to empower, 

learn, and improvise? (Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 2011). During this phase, the future of 

the organization is shaped and supported through the development of actions and projects 

by the participants. Collective brainstorming maximizes opportunities for change to 

emerge and acts as a catalyst for collaboration towards realizing the best strategies to 
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employ. Commitment to these actions fosters collective action and assists organizations 

towards achieving their dreams. This phase also addresses the ways in which 

organizational members contribute towards achieving their dreams (Niemann, 2010). The 

goal during this phase is to create concrete projects and actions that bring the ideal future 

to fruition. The projects are then assessed and prioritized so that proposals can be created 

and acted upon. Lastly, members commit to action and strengthen the affirmation 

capacity of the entire system (Dunlap, 2008). This realization serves to build hope and 

create momentum for ongoing positive change and exemplary performance.  

AI Assumptions 

As the aforementioned overview suggests, AI relies on several assumptions. As 

discussed by Hammond (1998), the primary assumption of AI is that within every 

organization lies something that works. Hammond furthers this assumption with the 

premise that change can be led through the identification of what makes things work and 

an analysis of how to do more of what is working. As Hammond denotes, organizations 

without shared assumptions can become caught in the conundrum of trying to understand 

what they believe and how they should act. By creating shared assumptions that affirm 

the positive, dreaming about possibilities of what might be, and designing provocative 

statements about what should be, organizations begin to envision, believe, and live those 

assumptions through their own affirming actions and projects.  

I elected AI as the basis for my theoretical perspective based on these 

assumptions and the following four distinguishing factors, (a) its unique appreciative and 

strengths-based inquiry to traditional problem solving methodology, (b) its social 

constructionist and generative nature, (c) it facilitates individual and organizational 
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transformation, (d) its embedded evaluative components, (e) it is grounded in a 

postmodern narrative-based research method.  AI provides an alternative to current 

deficit-based approaches of educational reform by offering a methodology that affirms 

what is working in order to initiate transformative change. Generative discourse provides 

insight into individual and organizational past and present moments of success, assisting 

AI participants in the co-creation of compelling stories that stimulate the construction of 

future images of what could be. These anticipatory narratives become the framework for 

creating a collective design of what should be, ultimately empowering organizations 

towards sustainment of their destiny (Cooperrider et al., 2008). The next section provides 

a synthesis of the empirical research surrounding AI. 

Synthesis of the Empirical Research 

 I formulate my discussion of the empirical research around three central themes: 

(a) AI changes individual and organizational thinking through generative questioning and 

inquiry, (b) AI cultivates powerful relationships among individuals of organizations 

through generative discourse and dialogue, (c) AI fosters transformative experiences 

through the co-creation of new narratives based on past and present stories about the 

positive core. 

Changing Individual and Organizational Thinking through Generativity   

 Generativity, as defined by Bushe (2013), is the creation of “images, metaphors, 

physical representations, and so on that have two qualities: they change how people think 

so that new options for decisions and/or actions become available to them, and they are 

compelling images that people want to act on” (p. 1). In today’s rapidly changing society, 

how individuals and organizations navigate change has led to new understanding about 
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change. Burke (2017) and Hatch and Cunliffe (2013) note that organizations are now 

trying to catch up to the rapidly changing external environment. Despite organizations’ 

continuous efforts to keep up with the increasing external societal forces, change is often 

insignificant and unsuccessful (Burke, 2017). To create substantive, sustainable change, 

organizations need to reconsider how they view change. Inquiry into change through 

generative questioning and conversation can lead to generative action (Bushe, 2013; 

Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Ford & Ford, 2009, & Wolf, 2011).  Empirical research 

supports the idea that the generative nature of AI creates opportunities for substantive 

change in individuals and organizations (Bushe, 2013; Bushe & Paranjpey, 2015; Gergen, 

M., Gergen J., & Barrett, 2004). A brief overview of change theory is discussed, followed 

by a synthesis of the literature supporting generativity as individual and organization 

agents of change in the AI process.  

Overview of change theory. Kurt Lewin, a pioneer in addressing change as a 

process, introduced the unfreeze, movement, and freeze model (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013). 

Lewin recognized that by disrupting (unfreezing) present behavioral patterns, change 

could be initiated. Lewin’s early work on the process of change was instrumental in 

organizational development and provided context for controlled or planned change efforts 

within organizations (Wolf, 2011). More importantly, it evolved into a better 

understanding of the paradox of planned change. 

Lewin’s ideas were later expounded upon through the Burke-Litwin model of 

organizational change and performance (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013). This model provided 

insight into organizations influencers by addressing the transactional and 

transformational components of change (Burke & Litwin, 1992). By considering both the 
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transformational dimensions of change (environment, mission, strategy, leadership, and 

culture), and transactional dimensions of change (management, structure, systems, 

climate, task requirements, motivation, and individual needs and values), organizations 

began to recognize the inherent need to view change from a broad systemic and narrow 

day-to-day perspective. The model did not include a start and stop point, yet it viewed the 

external environment as a main input and the individual and organizational performance 

as output.  

Porras and Robertson (1992) and Weick and Quinn (1999) contributed to the 

evolution of change theory by contrasting Lewin’s change model with an alternative idea 

that change is an ongoing, continuous process. As Wolf (2011) indicates, the problem 

with the ideas presented by Porras and Robertson and Weick and Quinn is that their 

proposed intervention to change consisted of “freeze, rebalance, and unfreeze” (p. 23). 

Wolf argues that freezing in any process contradicts an ongoing continuous path towards 

change and suggests for rapid and transformational organization change to occur, it must 

be grounded in new emerging models of change that are based on constructionist theory 

and generative in nature. Marshak (2002), Wolf (2011), and Woodman (1993) resolve 

that organizations must become adaptive and capable of ongoing transformation and 

reinvention. Consequently, for organizations to survive today’s rapidly changing society, 

they must broaden their lens of discovery, allowing themselves to dream and engage in 

change initiatives that promote individual and collective generative capacity through 

social construction. AI is one such change model that lends itself to this postmodern 

approach of organizational change. 
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Changing individual thinking. Individual change begins with transforming 

learning experiences for individuals. Particularly in education, change often requires 

prolonged initiatives that are derived from bureaucratic figures who impose new laws and 

reforms at the federal, state, and district levels. Rarely do incremental changes imposed 

by individuals at the ground level impact educational reform. As Bushe and Kassam 

(2005) establish, individual transformation demands careful attention to changing how 

people think rather than what people do. AI provides such a framework in that its 

outcomes focus on new knowledge, models, and theories that are co-constructed by the 

participants themselves. Supporting this notion is the idea of creating generative 

outcomes, outcomes that lead to transformative learning experiences.    

Inquiry, experience, and discovery are the driving forces behind transformational 

learning experiences (Mezirow, 2000). One example of a transformative learning 

experience from Conklin and Hart’s (2009) quantitative study focused on the potential of 

AI and the role that personal contributions play in creating successful classroom 

experiences. Their research concluded that participants move in the direction of the 

questions that are posed. The generative nature of questioning in AI invokes a learner-

centered experience, in which participants make sense of themselves in order to construct 

new knowledge and thinking about the world around them. Conklin and Hart’s findings 

also suggest that AI increases the personal contributions of individuals to remain focused 

on the most critical outcomes envisioned, while simultaneously improving the personal 

contributions that are made towards making one’s goals a reality.  

Contrary to other change initiatives, cultivating individual change in AI is not an 

imposed practice on any one individual of an organization. The mere generative nature of 
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AI has proven to foster individual transformations and develop leadership capacity in 

those involved. Hart, Conklin, and Allen (2008) build on this idea in the context of 

Mezirow’s (2000) notion that learning happens when current meaning structures are 

transformed, or newly synthesized. Hart, Conklin, and Allen conceive that AI participants 

rediscover themselves by juxtaposing past experiences of greatness with the ability to 

form new constructs of future possibilities. For example, in a 2-day AI workshop 

conducted with nearly 50 managers from six different facilities, three areas of leader 

development that emerged were self-development, employee development, and change 

leadership (Hart, Conklin, & Allen, 2008). Through the four phases of AI, participants 

reported multiple ways that generative questioning moved them from feeling neglected 

and demoralized to recognizing numerous ways they could develop themselves and their 

employees. According to Hart, Conklin, and Allen, AI also provided opportunities for 

individuals to create something beyond espoused theory. Their research further 

concluded that AI maximized opportunities for self-discovery and invoked deeper 

understanding of self in relation to others.  

There are several other benefits of AI that contribute to an individual’s 

transformative learning experiences. Particularly, individuals in AI studies have noted 

self-reflection and self-efficacy as being common thematic outcomes (Neville, 2008; 

Peelle, 2006). Additionally, Conklin & Hart (2009) described how reflective responses 

during the AI process opened participants thinking to new possibilities and created a shift 

in point of view for many participants. In his study comparing creative problem solving 

and AI, Peelle (2006) found that teams employing an AI methodology reported higher 
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self-efficacy and a greater sense of team cohesiveness than the problem solving 

counterparts.  

As previously mentioned, one of the key factors of AI in changing individuals is 

the role of generativity in the AI process. Bushe (2013) stresses that generative questions 

that are surprising, touching, and beyond reality provide a context for creating generative 

metaphors that can change how individuals think. A focus on process of thinking rather 

than what people think, incites generative processes and ultimately evokes generative 

outcomes. It is from this type of internal discourse that individual change transpires, 

paving the way for new ideas and images of a better collective future (Bushe, 2013).  

Changing organization thinking. Educational organization change initiatives 

have long been considered sweeping reforms that focus on enhancing teaching practices 

and improving learning outcomes (Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002). Because education 

reform efforts often fail to materialize and remain stagnant, little has changed in how we 

educate children in the United States. For instance, employing multiple-choice tests, 

providing teacher-directed lessons, and delivering scripted activities have demonstrated 

minimal evidence of changing student learning outcomes, achievement scores, or higher 

order thinking skills, yet these practices have remained central to our current educational 

system (Au, 2011; Faulkner & Cook, 2006). The generative nature of AI has the potential 

to serve as the impetus for creating and sustaining meaningful changes in thinking in 

education at both the individual and the organizational level. Through generative 

processes, questioning, and conversations in organizations, generative actions and 

outcomes can be conceived and ultimately sustained (Bushe, 2013). 
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Moving beyond individual changes in thinking, AI provides opportunities to 

transform organizational thinking. More notably, AI has the ability to leverage individual 

strengths and positive affirming attributes collectively through social discourse and assist 

organizations in shaping new meaning (Fifolt & Lander, 2013). For instance, Fifolt and 

Lander (2013) note that in a 2010 AI study at the University of Oregon, residential staff 

members gained a greater sense of their collective values and discovered that they could 

contribute to student learning alongside academic faculty members. Essentially, the 

experiences in AI changed residential staff members’ perceptions of dorm residents and 

altered the goals for their learning. In another case study about assimilation in the U.S., 

Rao (2014) sought to better understand the value of appreciative discourse in fostering 

openness to change in a relatively volatile organizational setting. The findings of this 

study demonstrated that when appreciative discourse is approached from a strengths’ 

perspective, organizations can overcome internal struggles with diversity. Other findings 

from the study suggest that participants in a volatile setting were able to find 

commonalities, enhance participation, bring out new perspectives, create deeper personal 

connections, and generate new and innovative ideas (Rao, 2014).  

Another study conducted at Shaw High School found that AI promoted positive 

cultural change, while simultaneously improving the learning environment for students 

and faculty (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010). Similarly, a Calabrese et al. (2007) study 

concluded that AI sparked improved collaboration among teachers and instigated the 

implementation of new cross-curricular learning units at an underperforming middle 

school campus. More recently, in a repeated measures longitudinal case study of 147 

teachers, Tschannen-Moran, M. and Tschannen-Moran, B. (2011) ascertained significant 
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positive changes to the organizational climate. Of particular interest in this study was the 

significant gain in organizational citizenship, which increased from a mean of 450 to 604, 

a full standard deviation above the mean. This increase, along with increases in academic 

press and teacher professionalism, redefined their school culture, placing them in the top 

16% of schools in the comparison sample. As the authors of the study also noted, AI 

impelled conversations from habitual complaining to ongoing celebrations. In turn, the 

impact of the study led to positive organizational change and propelled several new 

initiatives during the three years of inquiry.  

As evidenced in the literature, organizations participating in AI studies have 

shown that generativity fosters individual and organization change. In a data analysis of 

the two stages of the AI 4D process, Calabrese and Cohen (2013) produced three 

important findings: (a) they found that participants displayed an ability to persevere 

through challenges, (b) participants reaffirmed a sense of purpose in their vocation, and 

(c) participants discovered a positive core of successful experiences. These findings of 

Calabrese and Cohen connote that the generative nature of AI leads to revolutionary 

individual and organizational change. These examples indicate that generative inquiry 

and questioning ultimately lead to generative actions and outcomes. They also create 

opportunities for organizations to avoid moments of stagnancy or freezing, and instead 

increase the likelihood for adapting and adjusting to the internal and external 

perturbations that seek to hinder individual and organization change. At the heart of this 

change is the relational piece that AI provides. The following section discusses the 

impact of generative discourse within AI in cultivating powerful relationships. 
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Cultivating Meaningful Relationships through Generative Discourse 

 Social Capital Theory suggests that social structures can facilitate beneficial or 

harmful outcomes in attaining specific ends (Coleman, 1988). At the center of learning 

engagement lies the presence of meaningful relationships and social connectedness. 

Grounded in Vygotsky’s (1978) social development theory and Gergen’s (2009) account 

of the paradigm in which people make sense of the world around them based on their 

relationships with others, AI is a mechanism for cultivating meaningful relationships 

through the facilitation of positive and generative discourse among its participants. This 

section outlines the critical role AI plays in enhancing collaboration and cultivating 

meaningful relationships within educational institutions. The empirical research related to 

the generative capacity of AI to build trusting relationships among school leaders, faculty 

members, and students is first explained, followed by a discussion of the empirical 

research about how generative discourse and dialogue in AI cultivates positive rapport 

among teachers and students. 

 Building trusting relationships. Building trusting relationships between faculty, 

leadership, and students is essential in creating an optimal learning environment. The 

generative nature of AI assists in fostering these important relationships. As noted in 

Fifolt and Lander (2013) and Kulbertis (2006), the meaningful conversations that emerge 

from AI have a positive influence on the way constituents communicate with and relate to 

one another. Building upon this idea, the empirical findings from a longitudinal mixed 

methods study by Doveston and Keenaghan (2006) discovered that AI engages 

colleagues in collaborations and helps them focus on developing solutions as opposed to 

just identifying problems. The solution-oriented mindsets that emerged from the 
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Doveston and Keenaghan study increased collaboration, cultivated positive relationships, 

and had a positive influence on how faculty members saw the overall welfare of their 

organizations.  

 In another case study, Calabrese et al. (2007) concluded that the endless positive 

question in AI deepened relationships and promoted discourse and reflection that 

normally would not occur. As noted in their study, this deeper appreciation and 

understanding of each other through the AI process led to increased collaboration and 

cultivated collegiality through cross-curricular unit development. As a result of these 

more meaningful relationships and collaborative efforts, participants reported 

experiencing personal growth and increased self-confidence in initiating new direction 

during their team inquiry procedures. In essence, AI stimulated trusting relationships 

within and across teams. 

 Another qualitative AI study by Lewis and Emil (2010) found that 30% of 

participants valued collaboration with peers as their best overall experience. Respondents 

reported being able to bond with leaders, supervisors, and fellow practicum students. 

Additionally, several respondents reported that support for each other increased 

throughout the study and that relationships grew during and after the study.  

Building on the idea of collective collaboration, Clarke et al. (2006) postulate that 

collective inquiry contributes to trusting relationships. Through collaborative analysis of 

reflective journals, teachers in the study noted the collective nature of AI. They also 

reported a surprise in the level of shared understanding from disparate groups and a high 

level of enthusiasm in participants. Even more compelling, teacher participants from the 

study were reported as discovering the power of taking time to step back, observe, listen, 
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and give children time to talk and form relationships. Furthermore, it was evident in this 

study that AI contributed to the formation of trusting relationships among many 

stakeholders, and in particular it highlighted the inherent ability of AI to cultivate positive 

relationships with students.  

 Cultivating a positive rapport with students. Cook-Sather (2008), Peacock 

(2006), Robinson and Taylor (2007), and Flutter and Rudduck (2004) have advocated 

that student voice is closely related to school improvement. In their seminal work, 

Lickona and Davidson (2005) propounded that empowering students in the classroom 

increases student engagement. AI provides teachers and faculty opportunities for 

cultivating positive relationships with students by creating a sense of openness that 

promotes real communication and mutual learning (Bergmark, 2008).  

 Empirical data of students’ written responses from Bergmark’s (2008) 

participatory and appreciative action research study revealed that students unequivocally 

desire mutually respectful relationships. The following four emergent themes from the 

study provided context for ways to enhance practices in educational settings and 

highlighted the role AI plays in building relationships with students: “striving for mutual 

understanding, being accepted for who you are, seeking honesty and truth, and being 

acknowledged, recognized, and encouraged” (Bergmark, 2008, p. 272). In hindsight, the 

study encouraged both student and teacher voice through data analysis of student 

reflections. This collective effort promoted ongoing discussion and dialogue centered on 

students, empowering them to have a voice in their learning. The generative and positive 

nature of this AI study facilitated teachers in developing a positive rapport with each 

other through ongoing reciprocal discourse and dialogue. 
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 A mixed methods study on learner-centered environments conducted by Bishop, 

Caston, and King (2014) also affirms how AI builds positive teacher-student relationships 

within educational settings. Careful analysis of student interviews, surveys, and 

discussions, uncovered the value that students place on the level of respect that teachers 

have for them. Students in the study expressed that they were more likely to put forth 

effort in class if their professors showed concern for their learning. As with previously 

mentioned studies, Bishop, Caston, and King also reported that learning to actively 

engage in both talking and listening with others is instrumental to successful relationship 

building. The AI methodology utilized in this study provided a context for such practices 

through the generative and positive nature of ongoing dialogue between subjects. 

 A final AI study conducted by Naude, Van Den Bergh, and Kruger (2014) builds 

on the role AI plays in fostering a positive rapport with students. This study elicited 

similar views to those of Rogers’ (1969) idea that interpersonal relationships with 

students are essential to learning. In the study, students reported visible signs of 

appreciation for the facilitator’s ability to show respect and encourage feedback during 

the AI process. Once again, this positive and generative AI approach increased individual 

involvement in learning and enhanced thought processes and actions of those involved. 

This cultivation of generative practices that enhance teacher-student relationships 

furthered learning and created positive change within the educational setting.  

Transforming Learning Experiences through Co-Created Narratives 

 Postmodern perspective pays close attention to how language is utilized to 

construct realities and determine identity (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013). Other postmodern 

theories of language, including Foucalt’s theory of power and discourse (Hall, 2001), 
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Derrida’s theory of deconstruction (Norris, 2002), and Wittgenstein’s theory of language 

games (Perloff, 2012) contribute to the Poetic Principle and narrative theory embedded in 

the AI process. The Poetic Principle of AI as contended by Cooperrider and Whitney 

(2005). Priest et al. (2013), and Tschannen-Moran, M. and Tschannen-Moran, B. (2011), 

provides context for how organizations co-create stories about the past and present to 

envision future narratives about the best of what might be. AI fosters transformative 

experiences through the co-creation of new narratives based on past and present stories 

about the positive core.  

 As evidenced in a study on the use of AI in public affairs by Cunningham, 

Riverstone, and Roberts (2005), AI inquiry drives participants to co-create stories of 

individual and organizational strengths. Building on Weick’s (1979) metaphor of the 

actual experience of fishing versus the process of describing a dead fish, Cunningham et 

al. contest that storytelling offers an effective medium for understanding and 

communicating important truths about what is being studied. They affirm that storytelling 

offers a non-evasive approach to tapping into our psyches and providing experiences that 

can enhance one’s sense of self, transforming both individuals and organizations. They 

conclude that an emphasis on positive storytelling avoids defensiveness, thwarts the need 

to hide weaknesses and mistakes, and provides a bond that produces positive action 

towards improving future results.  

 There is an abundance of research related to AI and its capacity to transform 

learning experiences through the co-creation of narratives about the past and present in 

order to assist organizations in envisioning a better future and creating a plan to design 

and sustain that future. Based on Mezirow’s (2000) ideas adverting that learning happens 
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when current meaning structures are transformed or newly created, AI provides a 

framework for generating narratives that transform learning. As noted by Hart, Conklin 

and Allen (2008), the transformative nature of AI can be reflected in three key areas: a) it 

presents opportunities for individuals and organizations to see themselves in a different 

context through juxtaposing their past moments of excellence with their current capacity 

to construct a potential future, b) its internal and socially-based processes invoke sense-

making out of collective experiences, c) it is an action-oriented approach that requires 

participants to commit to specific action of the most important areas related to their topic. 

In essence, the generative nature of this process transforms mindsets and engages 

participants in innovative thinking that reframes perspectives and elicits new narratives.  

Several AI studies reinforcing the transformative nature of these narratives have 

been conducted. These studies have been completed in various sectors, including public 

affairs, business, healthcare, and education.  There is a plethora of empirical data to 

support the notion that narrative offers opportunities for transforming learning 

experiences of individuals and organizations. Whether through the transformation of 

individual leaders or entire organizations, the co-created narratives produced during the 

AI process transform learning experiences for those involved. The following synthesis of 

the research provides examples to support this claim. 

Storytelling for self-transformation. 

Beginning with self-transformation, there are several anecdotes in the AI 

literature that support individual leadership development through the dialogical and 

generative creation of narratives. As documented in Hart et al. (2008), in a qualitative AI 

study of a neglected group of managers at a Midwestern manufacturing organization, 
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thematic analysis revealed self-development, employee development, and change 

leadership. The narrative approach employed aligned with Mezirow’s (2000) 

transformative learning in that it allowed for interpretation of past and present 

experiences to construct and alter future actions.  

Calebrese et al. (2007), Carr-Stewart and Walker (2003), Lewis and Emil (2010), 

and Rao (2014) also contributed to the notion of transforming individuals through AI 

studies. Calebrese et al. analyzed the use of doctoral students’ reflective narratives about 

an educational administration doctoral program. Although this study did not employ 

subjects in a collective co-created narrative, the ensuing findings from personal reflective 

narratives assisted the administration in better understanding their programs, and 

ultimately contributed to suggestions for co-constructing new and improved programs 

based on the strengths that were uncovered. Carr-Stewart and Walker also provided 

insight into multiple studies that highlighted ways in which AI motivated individuals to 

build upon their own narratives and images of success. Both Calebrese et al. and Carr-

Stewart and Walker revealed the transformative learning experiences of the individuals 

through generative questioning that guided the creation of their own personal narratives. 

The findings in both studies concluded that discovery of the stories held by those 

involved in the inquiry stimulated generative growth for individuals.  

Also contributing to the literature pertaining to the transformational nature of co-

created narratives is the work of Lewis and Emil (2010) and Rao (2014). As deemed in 

their respective studies, narrative is defined as playing a crucial role in the transformation 

of organizational members’ mindsets. As stories in the discovery phase unfold through 

generative discourse and continue through the dream phase with generative questioning, 
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design and destiny are transformed. As suggested by Marshak and Grant (2008), member 

thinking becomes more positive and generative and ultimately contributes to possibilities 

of transformational change. In Rao’s AI case study into organizational members who 

assist refugees in assimilating to the U.S., staff utilized the individual differences of a 

multi-cultural organization to co-create a community of greater psychological safety 

where ideas flourished. This approach provided multiple contexts about the past and 

present through the creation of personally nostalgic stories that led to collective dreams 

for a better future. The AI process led to clearly articulated and provocative propositions 

that created a new path towards change. Upon evaluative analysis about the group 

members’ experiences, it was discovered unanimously that appreciative discourse 

through the AI process allowed for new thinking about change and shifted the focus from 

problems to possibilities. 

The individual transformations during AI are merely the sum of many parts that 

create a whole organizational transformation. In multiple studies previously mentioned, 

individual stories affirming the positive and the creation of dreams centered on what 

could be and, in turn, created a context for the future. These stories of the past and 

present, along with dreams for the future then set the tone for a collective narrative 

towards what should be. Through this generative discourse and questioning, endless 

possibilities of what might be provide generative action towards co-created, sustained, 

improvisational narratives of what organizations can become (Bushe, 2013). 

Storytelling for organizational transformation. 

The aforementioned studies focused on narratives that transform learning for 

individuals. There is also conclusive evidence in multiple AI studies confirming that co-
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created narratives have the capacity to transform learning at the organizational level 

(Allen & Innes, 2013; Calabrese & Cohen, 2013; Giles & Alderson, 2008; Niemann, 

2010; Priest et al., 2013; Ryan, Soven, Smither, Sullivan, & VanBuskirk, 1999). 

In particular, Ryan et al. (1999) applied a mixed methods approach by involving 

students, teachers, administrators, and other stakeholders to better understand the schools 

mission and goals. Through an analysis of a questionnaire that was created using AI 

interview protocol, the generative and evaluative inquiry process reconnected teachers 

and administrators to the passion and sense of mission, enhanced students’ school pride, 

and cultivated bonds among other students and teachers. It was through this co-created 

narrative that a sense of possibility and innovation for change was brought to fruition.  

Taking a completely different approach, yet producing similar results, Allen and 

Innes investigated the effectiveness of using theoretical concepts of educational drama to 

transform learning experiences. Qualitative data suggested that opportunities for critical 

reflection, optimism, and synchronicity presented the faculty with a freedom to be 

positive. Additionally, the attention to drama created opportunities to build on Courtney’s 

(1990) claims of drama as a constructivist frame and allowed participants to recall past 

and present experiences to transform future actions.  

Conclusive evidence from co-created narratives demonstrates the capacity AI has 

to construct new realities and determine identity. Whether theories of power and 

discourse or language games, AI studies transform individuals and organizations. They 

are catalysts for recreating narratives that shape the future, and they possess the ability to 

generate new constructs of individual and organizational learning. 
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Literature about the Professional Practice Setting 

 The study takes place at a fifth and sixth grade intermediate campus located in a 

suburb outside Houston, Texas. The school was built in 2009 and is part of an 

Independent School District with over 60,000 students. At the time of the study, the 

enrollment was approximately 859 students (Student Handbook, 2017). Sixty-five 

percent of the student population qualifies as economically disadvantaged, and Title I 

funding is provided through both the state and federal government. There were 59 faculty 

and staff members located on one campus during my study. 

The school has shown overwhelming growth over the last three years on the 

Texas Accountability Rating System in the areas of reading, math, and science. In 

particular, the school has made double-digit gains each year on the student achievement 

index in reading and surpassed the 90% threshold in science for the first time in the 

school’s history (2015 Accountability Ratings, 2015). Additionally, in its 25 comparison 

school group, the school finished in first in closing the achievement gap, outscoring the 

second place school by twelve points, and second in student growth, missing first place 

by one point. Rounding out their continued success, the school obtained all required 

safeguards, finished in the top 25% in all index categories, and was recognized as one of 

only 5.3% of 8,646 Texas public schools to receive every eligible distinction on the 2014-

15 Texas Accountability Rating System (2015 Accountability Ratings, 2015). Lastly, the 

school has received five distinctions over the course of the last three school years. 

As part of an Independent School District, which includes over 60,000 students, 

the school’s administrative team has a building principal, two assistant principals, and a 

counselor. The core leadership team is comprised of the previously mentioned 
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administrators and three instructional coaches. Core leadership meetings are held once 

per week. One academic conference at the beginning of each school year is held with the 

superintendent and other key central office administrators. The school’s principal attends 

weekly principal meetings with the superintendent, assistant superintendent, and 

elementary coordinator, while the assistant principal and counselor attend monthly 

meetings with district-wide grade level coordinators. All instructional coaches attend 2 

cadres at the district level per year. Teachers attend one opening ceremony each year, but 

are not required to attend any other district-wide meetings. 

At the campus level, instructional coaches, along with the technology coordinator, 

serve on the leadership team. Team leaders are allocated for each subject and meet on a 

bi-monthly basis. After school faculty meetings are held on average once per month. 

Committees serve as the liaison between faculty and the leadership team. Committee 

meetings are held monthly and information from these meetings is reported at the 

monthly site-based committee meeting. Important information from these meetings is 

then reported at the monthly faculty meetings. The school is comprised of eight learning 

communities. Each learning community consists of three or four teachers and 

approximately 70-125 students. Learning communities establish their own rules, policies, 

and communication guidelines independently under the umbrella of the school’s 

handbook.  

 The school recently underwent a change in leadership. Two years ago a new 

principal replaced the founding principal. Additionally, a new counselor started in 

January of 2015. All administrators are returning this year; however, the end of the 2014-

15 school year brought about significant faculty turnover. Sixteen new faculty members 
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joined the staff at the beginning of the 2015-16 school year. Despite these numerous 

changes, the school’s standardized test scores increased significantly. Index 1, 2, 3, and 4 

in the Texas Accountability Ratings Standards made substantial increases in 2014-15 and 

2015-16. 

Chapter 2 Summary 

 This chapter provided an extensive review of the literature related to AI. It 

initiated with a brief look at the conceptual framework for my study based on my 

experiences in the profession, epistemology, and theoretical perspectives of AI. 

Following the conceptual framework, an overview of the historical context of 

accountability and testing reform was presented. The next section explored the basis of 

the theoretical framework and delved into the key components of AI. The last section 

offered a synthesis of the empirical research. In this section changing individual and 

organizational thinking through generative questioning and inquiry, cultivating powerful 

relationships among individuals of organizations through generative discourse and 

dialogue, and fostering transformative experiences through the co-created narratives were 

espoused. 
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

 Chapter 3 provides a rich description of the methodological approaches 

used during the study. It includes a restatement of the purpose of the study and affirms 

the reasons for the methodological approach that was selected. The research questions 

from Chapter 1 are then revisited, followed by a detailed explanation of the research 

design. Participant criteria and selection methods are then carefully examined, while an 

extensive deliberation related to the data collection tools and procedures round out the 

next two sections. Prior to the final summary of Chapter three, all ethical considerations 

are presented.  

Before delving into an extensive look at the methodology of my study, it is 

important to note that the study utilized a qualitative approach based on components of 

AI through an instrumental case study research design. As supposed by Creswell (2014), 

qualitative studies rely on participant viewpoints through deep questioning and analysis 

of themes. This instrumental case study involved systematic processes that sought 

solutions to problems and facilitated improvements in an educational setting using a 

qualitative methodology with a focus on AI. This methodology was selected for the 

purpose of uncovering themes of generative instructional and assessment practices of 

teachers in the language arts classroom at a 5th and 6th grade campus that earned five 

distinctions in three consecutive years and identifying the necessary factors to sustain and 

extend those practices.  

Consequently, a systematic process of data collection that consisted of the first 

three phases of the AI 4D model: discovery, dream, design, and destiny, were employed. 
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AI was appropriate for this qualitative study due to the involvement of the researcher, use 

of thematic analysis, and the generative components embedded in the methodology. 

Chapter 3 expounds on the implications of the research questions that guided the AI 

process, as well as vital information related to the research design. The next section 

examines the tools used for data collection, followed by a detailed account of the 

methodology procedures used for the study. Attention to the deliberate implementation of 

semi-structured participant interviews, semi-structured participant discussions, and 

participant-generated stories through a process known as synergenesis follows (Bushe, 

2013). Closing out this chapter, ethical considerations are examined with a brief summary 

of the overall chapter at the end. 

Research Questions 

 The current qualitative study was guided by the following overarching question: 

What generative instructional and assessment practices exist in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement?  Using an Appreciative Inquiry 

approach, the current study was further guided by the following research questions: 

1. What generative instructional practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

2. What generative assessment practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

3. What generative instructional practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

4. What generative assessment practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 
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Research Design 

 An instrumental case study design was chosen in alignment with an AI approach 

(Creswell, 2012 & Yin, 2009). In contrast to quantitative research, which focuses on the 

use of inquiry to explain, case study research involves inquiry into understanding. An 

instrumental case study design was selected due to the goal of the researcher to promote 

understanding beyond that of just a particular case (Mills, Durepos, Wiebe, 2010). More 

specifically, this instrumental case study sought to discover the necessary practices 

needed to promote and sustain generative instructional and assessment not just at the 

place of study, but in context of other educational settings and with different participants 

(Creswell, 2013; Mills, Durepos, Wiebe, 2010). Additionally, for the sake of gaining a 

deeper understanding of the aforementioned practices, examination of generative 

instructional ad assessment practices using the various approaches throughout the study 

assisted the researcher in making sense of them beyond mere explanation. Furthermore, 

an instrumental case study design as Yin (2009) describes, provides a rationale for using 

a single instrumental case study for purposes of utilizing a set of defined propositions that 

verify, contest, or expand the theory.  

The positive and strengths-based nature of AI assisted in avoiding potential 

pitfalls that exist when conducting a case study at the organization where I am employed. 

Because of the unique perspectives of each participant, using an AI approach within an 

instrumental case study research design was essential in ameliorating positive discourse 

to discover generative instructional and assessment practices. Lastly, since the data being 

collected was filtered through a constructionist epistemology and theoretical research 
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perspective, it allowed for elevated inquiry and emergent design aligned with the AI 4D 

model.  

During the Discovery phase of the AI Study, teachers were assigned partners and 

participated in semi-structured interviews that presented affirming, open-ended questions. 

These questions were designed to foster dialogical discourse among participants. The 

instrumental case study research design that was used during this phase provided a 

framework for participants to discern moments of instruction, assessment, and learning at 

its best. It also acted as the catalyst for cultivating trust and meaningful relationships 

throughout the entirety of the AI study. Furthermore, the generative nature of the 

questioning led participants to new discoveries and positive dialogue about topics they 

valued.  

The Dream phase was also central to the research design. This phase extended the 

research design from a postmodern change perspective by contributing to the narratives 

that participants co-created.  These narratives created a chance for participants to use past 

and present experiences to envision a better future. The methodology exercised during 

the dream phase assisted in transforming learning experiences for all those involved.  

 Rounding out the AI portion of the instrumental case study was the Design phase. 

This phase played a critical role in the study, because it afforded teachers the chance to 

coalesce the positive core with the envisioned future to design provocative propositions 

of what should be. The research approach employed empowered participants as agents of 

change and allowed collaborative action to occur.  

In closing, this qualitative instrumental case study, embedded with AI 

components, demonstrated the capacity to engage in research that was both generative 
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and transformative. The research design was carefully chosen and crafted based on the 

premise that the researcher and participants become actively involved in the research 

process. The collective engagement during this research study offered an intense and 

reflective approach to empirical research (Berg, 2004).  Ultimately, the design chosen 

sought valid data in a local context from which others can learn. The democratic and 

empowering nature of this type of research design contributed to the life-giving elements 

of social research and coalesced the personal experiences and expertise of those involved 

to create a unified response to the problem that led to the study (Stringer, 2013).  

Participants 

 The units of analysis for this study consisted of 18 5th and 6th grade language arts 

teachers at a low socioeconomic intermediate public school in Texas, who voluntarily 

elected to participate in the first three phases of an AI 4D Cycle. The total general 

education faculty at the time of the study was comprised of 34 teachers. The total special 

education faculty at the time of the study was 9 teachers. Permission to conduct the study 

was obtained from the acting principal and approval for the study was granted by the 

Creighton Institutional Review Board. Both documents are included in Appendix A.  

 A letter of informed consent and confidentiality (see Appendix B) seeking 

volunteers for the AI study was distributed to 19 certified language arts teachers, 4 of 

whom also held special education degrees. The letters, along with a Bill of Rights for 

research participants (see Appendix C), were distributed during their language arts team 

meetings. All invited participants were provided an opportunity to ask questions about 

the study. The sampling frame represented a diverse group of participants likely to affect 
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the contextual problem being studied (Stringer, 2013). This purposive sampling was 

based on the following criteria: 

1. Each teacher was certified in language arts instruction based on the Texas 

Education Agency teacher certification requirements. 

2. Each teacher had taught a minimum of one year. 

3.  Each teacher had provided instruction and administered assessments in the 

subject area of language arts. 

Of the 19 teacher solicited, 18 of them voluntarily chose to be part of the study. 

Each participant received the informed consent and confidentiality letter and Bill of 

Rights for Research Participants and was notified of the option to withdraw from the 

study at any time. All 18 participants who volunteered to participate were afforded the 

opportunity to engage in generative dialogue about instruction and assessment based on 

their experiences working with students. 

Data Collection Tools 

This section addresses the instrumentation used for data collection in my AI 

study. Data from my qualitative AI study were collected using several tools. These data 

instruments were selected based on appropriateness in relation to the qualitative nature of 

the study. The instruments for data collection supported the first three phases of the AI 

4D Model. In particular, they sought to affirm, or appreciate, the best of what is through 

engaging questions that stimulated conversation and dialogue about shared values and 

experiences in an educational setting. The data collection tools also were carefully 

selected and developed to inspire participants towards positive possibilities and dreams 

about what could be (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008). Specifically, observations, 
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journaling, semi-structured interviews with AI protocols, and participant created 

documents were the tools that guided the data collection process. These tools were 

carefully selected based on the guiding principles of AI. As laid out by Cooperrider, 

Whitney, and Stavros (2008), the selected instrumentation contributed to the core of the 

inquiry process in the Discovery and Dream phases. It also assisted in synthesizing the 

emergent themes that surfaced during the first two phases and led to participant created 

provocative propositions and pillars of collective commitment during the Design phase. 

A comprehensive chronicle of each instrumentation tool that was exercised for use in my 

study is presented in this section. Additionally, the appropriateness, trustworthiness, 

reliability, and administration of the data collection tools are delineated in context of the 

first three phases of the AI 4D Model.   

Observations and Journaling 

As the facilitator of this AI study and observer of the semi-structured interviews 

and participant generated stories, observations and journaling were instrumental tools in 

the data collection process. The goal of this method of this data collection methodology 

was to objectify the generative, life-giving, and explorative nature of the AI process and 

provide a rich description of how data were collected. Journaling was completed as an 

observer first and a participant second. Observations in this manner assisted in 

documenting conversations and comments from different perspectives than those of the 

participants (Creswell, 2013). Observational notes were collected using a spiral notebook 

with a line down the middle of each page, separating descriptive notes that were recorded 

on the left side and from reflective notes that were recorded on the right side (Creswell, 

2013). These descriptive and reflective notes complemented the data collected on the 
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interview protocols and participant created documents and contributed to the 

trustworthiness of the study through triangulation. Furthermore, it aided in the thematic 

examination and situational limitations presented in the study by helping the researcher 

stay focused on the interactive processes that were employed (Olivares, 2011). In closing, 

journaling and observations enriched the descriptive analysis of the data collection 

procedures, establishing a protocol for greater insight into the setting, actors, and events 

that took place during the study (Creswell, 2013).  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews between participants were selected for use during the 

Discovery and Dream phases. The questions were carefully crafted to be engaging, 

appreciative, and generative in nature (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008; Whitney, 

2010). Questions on the interview protocol for the Discovery phase began by asking 

participants why they entered the teaching profession and what their most memorable 

moments as teachers were (see Appendix D). Using the protocol as a guide, teachers then 

dialogued about high points of generative instruction and assessment that engaged 

students and had them on the edge of their seats. Each interviewer on the protocol 

documented answers, but listening, storytelling, and learning from each other were the 

primary focus for each interview. A list of prompts to encourage dialogue and seek rich 

stories was displayed on the projector.  

Interview Summary Protocol 

An additional Interview Summary Protocol was used to further advance the 

themes and highlights from the interview protocols (see Appendix E). These summary 

sheets were aided as a tool for recognizing the quotable quotes, moments of golden 
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innovations, and themes that emerged during the initial interviews. Consequently, the 

summary protocols promoted additional triangulation of the data and helped maintain 

consistency of the findings. Both protocols were created to instigate meaningful 

conversations, promote deep reflection, and foster powerful relationships among 

participants, vital components necessary in the AI process.  

Embedded Member Checking and Triangulation 

The next piece of data applied to this qualitative study was completed at the onset 

of the Dream phase. The data collection tool used for this phase promoted member 

checking through participant review of the major themes from the first session. Initiating 

the collection process, participants revisited both protocols utilized during the discovery 

session. Participants first met with their partners to review the interview notes and 

summary sheets, verifying what was thought to be said versus what was actually meant 

(Stringer, 2013). This method of member checking stimulated conversations around the 

findings from the Discovery phase by asking partnerships to collaborate about highlights 

and moments that resonated with them during the interviews. Themes that had emerged 

in the Discovery phase were clarified and confirmed. Upon completion of these 

conversations, each participant was instructed to write three to four themes or major 

takeaways, each on a separate post-it note. The post-it notes were placed on pieces of 

chart paper at the front of the room. Each participant shared what was written with the 

rest of the group. Both interview sheets, as well as the post-it notes, supported 

triangulation of the data and validated common themes from the Discovery phase 

(Creswell, 2013). Upon completion of the post-it note reflections, a positive tone and 

mood was set for the Dream phase.  
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Dream Phase Self-Reflective Protocol 

The data collection for the Dream phase portion of this session started with 

individuals completing the first three questions of the Dream phase protocol (see 

Appendix F). The protocol was created to engage individuals in deep self-reflection about 

what it would be like to awake after a five-year nap to the most surreal classroom 

environment and setting imaginable. Questions allowed participants imagine and then 

briefly record dreams for the perfect classroom atmosphere, ideal instructional activities 

for students, and consummate classroom assessments that demonstrate student learning at 

its best. The quiet reflective nature of the first three questions was strategically designed 

to invoke deep, individual, imaginative thinking for transitioning into the highly 

energizing discourse that would follow.  

Dream Dialogue and Co-Created Narratives 

Participants then shifted from individual reflection towards lively dialogue and 

discourse. The goal of data collection centered on rich descriptive journaling of the 

ensuing conversations. Individuals used the protocols from the Dream phase and the 

individual self-reflective protocol to engage in innovative discourse and collective 

imagination (Barrett et al., 2005). These life-giving discussions were integral in the co-

creation of collective images for an educational frontier in which the creative and 

collective prowess of the teachers could be unleashed. They also acted as the catalyst for 

imagining a bold vision of future educational opportunities (Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 

2011). As conveyed in Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros (2008), the dream dialogue 

energized participants and stimulated new and innovative ideas for the final piece of data 

collected in the Dream phase, co-created participant-generated narratives. Using 
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synergenesis, narratives were co-constructed by participants to further the collective 

understanding of the common themes that were emerging (Bushe, 2013). Synergenesis, 

as delineated by Bushe (2013), involves the creation and sharing of first person narrative 

stories to catalyze conversations that answer a central question. The co-created narratives 

were written on chart paper and served as a tool for triangulating data collected from the 

discovery and dream phases. This data collection protocol contributed to the Poetic 

Principle of AI (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) by establishing a baseline for the final 

coalescing of the Discovery and Dream phase, paving the way for the final phase of the 

study, the Design phase. 

Provocative Propositions 

The Design phase presented an opportunity to coalesce the high points of teaching 

and assessment from the Discovery phase with the endless possibilities that were 

imagined during the Dream phase. Data collection instrumentation that was key to this 

phase of the study was the collective creation of provocative propositions. To initiate this 

instrumentation tool, the co-created narratives from the Dream phase were shared with all 

the participants to stimulate further dialogue and triangulate data so that additional 

emergent themes could be realized. Discussions ensued following the narrative readings. 

The next piece of data collected in the study came in the form participant-created 

provocative propositions. As posited by Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros (2008), 

provocative propositions are a type of social architecture, grounded in what has worked 

well in the past, designed to bridge the best of what is with the best of what might be, 

coalescing the Dream and Discovery phases to make the dream a reality. 
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Following collaboration and dialogue about the co-created narratives, groups were 

tasked to synthesize the data collected during the first two phases. The protocol for 

guiding those conversations was group analysis of the Discovery phase interview 

question and summary sheets, post-it note highlights, Dream protocol data sheets, and the 

co-created narratives. Statements, themes, and stories that exemplified the essence of 

generative instruction and assessment practices for engaging students in authentic 

learning experiences were revisited and discussed through group dialogue. Observations 

and rich descriptive journaling functioned as the apparatus for data collection. Member 

checking of the previously collected data augmented the overall trustworthiness and 

credibility of the study and reinforced additional data triangulation (Creswell, 2013).  

Statements of Truth and Pillars of Collective Commitment 

The final tool for data collection came in the form of pillars of collective 

commitment. Participants were instructed to silently and individually craft one or more 

statements about what effective instruction and assessment in the language arts classroom 

should look like. In conjunction with the synthesized themes identified in the Dream and 

Discovery phases and selected in the Design phase, these statements guided participants 

in an analysis of the previously created provocative propositions and inspired pillars of 

collective commitment for effective instruction and assessment that all teachers were 

willing to commit to action. Posters of the co-constructed pillars were created and then 

posted as a reminder of each participant’s commitment to sustaining effective 

instructional and assessment practices that engage students and challenge them to reach 

their full potential. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

The current study focused on discovering generative instructional and assessment 

practices of teachers in the language arts classroom at a 5th and 6th grade low 

socioeconomic intermediate public school campus in Texas that earned five distinctions 

in three consecutive years and identify the necessary factors to sustain and extend those 

practices. Through a systematic process that consisted of the first three phases of the AI 

4D (Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny) model, semi-structured participant 

interviews, observations and journaling, participant-created stories, and co-constructed 

pillars of collective commitment were central to the overall data collection procedures 

(Cooperrider et al., 2008). The AI program in this study enacted multiple sessions of 

generative discourse that empowered teachers as part of the transformative learning 

process (see Figure 1 below). During the initial Discovery phase, teachers collaborated 

together to uncover current and past methods of generative assessment and instructional 

practices. Following the discovery phase, participants engaged in the Dream phase. 

During this phase, subjects imagined endless possibilities of instruction and assessment 

and then co-created first person narratives based on the Discovery and Dream phases. 

The final part of the study afforded teachers the opportunity to participate in the Design 

phase by coalescing the Dream and Discovery phases to create pillars of collective 

commitment. A detailed account of the data collection, including specific procedures 

conducted during each phase of the study, is provided in the following paragraphs. Rich 

description of the data collection process through observations and journaling, as well as 

protocols for the data collection procedures, contributed to the reliability, consistency, 

and dependability of the study (Roberts, 2010).  
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Figure 1. Overview of data collection procedures and correlating protocols. 

Participant Selection 

As previously stated, of the 19 teachers solicited, 18 voluntarily chose to be part 

of the study. All participants received the informed consent and confidentiality letter and 

were notified of the option to withdraw from the study at any time. All 18 participants 

that elected to be part of the study remained in the study for its entirety.  

All teachers in the study were provided informed consent forms (see Appendix 

B), and the introductory sessions were scheduled one week later. Due to school being 

cancelled for a week and a half following Hurricane Harvey (Zedaker, 2017), the original 

plan of completing the study before and after school with one group of teachers in four 

consecutive sessions was aborted. Instead, permission was granted from the building 

principal to provide the introductory session to all participants during an after school 

faculty meeting on September 11th. The 18 participants were then split into two separate 
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groups by grade level and the three remaining phases of the study were completed during 

their respective planning times.  

Introductory Session 

During the introductory session on September 11, research participants were 

presented a PowerPoint overview of AI that included a brief synopsis of the history of AI 

and the meanings of appreciative and inquiry as they relate to the work of David 

Cooperrider (see Appendix G). A brief overview of the AI 4D model and what the AI 

study would entail were then presented. The introductory sessions also provided 

participants with the purpose statement and research questions that guided the study. 

Lastly, an overview of the plan for the next three sessions was explained. 

Discovery Phase Procedures 

Following the introduction of AI, the discovery sessions for the two groups were 

initiated. These sessions both lasted 50 minutes. Each session began with an opening 

PowerPoint presentation that provided a summary of the day’s agenda (see Appendix H). 

The presentation highlighted five years of testing data and revealed the school’s 

continuous growth and three consecutive years of five distinctions on the TEA 

Accountability Ratings system (TEA Accountability, 2017). Further information and 

feedback related to other successes in instruction and assessment at the school were 

shared, including recognition for being one of 5.3% of schools receiving all eligible 

distinctions in Texas in 2015, and being ranked 11th out of 40 schools in Student Progress 

and 2nd out of 40 schools in Closing the Achievement Gap in 2017. Lastly, subjects were 

notified of the most recent Transformative School Award that was received in 2017. This 

initial Discovery phase evoked discussion about past accolades of the school and set a 
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positive tone for the first phase of the AI 4D model. It also provided a context for 

beginning the semi-structured interviews that followed.  

 Partnering for discovery. Participants were then assigned partners and asked to 

complete the Discovery Day 1 protocol. The protocol was designed to induce generative 

conversations and included affirmative questions that promoted storytelling from the 

participants (see Appendix D). The only criterion for partnerships was that they were 

selected based on teaching experience at the school. Any teachers new to the grade or 

school were assigned a returning teacher. All teacher partnerships had at least one teacher 

with experience at the place of study.  The goal of the interviews was to affirm the 

positive and explore high points of assessment, instruction, and learning engagement.  

Throughout the interviews, teachers asked intentional questions of each other 

through semi-structured interviews. Partners were invited to take notes during the 

interviews. An analysis of the data collected from the interviews was used to organize 

information into themes that revealed life-giving forces to assessment and instruction. 

The focus of the interviews was to uncover the best of what is through dialogue, 

discourse, and storytelling. Questions were carefully crafted to invoke thinking and 

reflection about high points of instruction, assessment, and learning. They also 

established a model for listening and sharing. The discussions from the interviews 

contributed to the social relationships of participants and promoted collaboration 

(Ludema et al., 2003) The positive core surfaced from these life-giving discussions, 

leading to collective enthusiasm for imagining the future during the Dream Phase 

(Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003).  
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At the conclusion of the Discovery Phase, subjects were asked to complete the AI 

Interview Summary sheet. A sample of this protocol can be located in Appendix E. Notes 

taken by participants from both protocols were collected. This form of member checking 

established creditability by having participants critically interpret what was said and 

validating what may have been meant by what was said (Creswell, 2013). These 

summary sheets were then revisited at the onset of the Dream phase session. They 

allowed for further member checking prior to delving into envisioning the endless 

possibilities of what might be.  

The Dream Phase Procedures 

The third session, the Dream phase, took place one week after the Discovery 

phase. This session began with partners revisiting the summary sheets from the 

Discovery phase and verifying information that was written with what was actually said. 

Participants used their notes taken during the Discovery phase to discuss themes that 

emerged from their summary sheets and the notes taken during the Discovery Phase. 

Each person then wrote themes and highlights that emerged from the discussions on post-

it notes. The post-it notes were placed on chart paper around the room and shared with 

the group by each participant. A brief discussion about major takeaways from the 

Discovery Phase transitioned the group into the Dream Phase. The post-it notes were 

collected and used in segmenting the data into broader categories (Stringer, 2013). This 

open coding method of the post-it notes assisted in further triangulation of the data from 

the interview notes and summary sheets.   

The Dream Phase set the stage for teachers to think about what might be possible 

if there were no restrictions or limitations on teaching and assessment. A Co-Creating the 
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Dream protocol shown in Appendix F guided teachers during this phase of the AI 4D 

model. Pairs joined together to form two groups in each session. In keeping in line with 

the Constructionist Principle, as described by Cooperrider et al. (2008), the protocol and 

ensuing conversations unleashed the imagination of those in both sessions and provided 

context for conceiving a better future. One member from each group recorded the 

answers on the protocol. The use of multiple protocols minimized bias and errors in data 

collection. The data was confirmed through peer examination of the notes that were 

transcribed (Springer, 2013). The final piece of the Dream Phase was initiated by the co-

creation of first person narratives by the participants.  

Utilizing components of synergenesis (Bushe, 2013), each group during the two 

Dream Phase sessions was provided a few pieces of chart paper and asked to co-construct 

a first-person narrative about a language arts classroom period set in the future where 

anything was possible or imaginable. Teachers during this part of the Dream phase spread 

out around the room, grabbed colorful markers, and engaged in meaningful discourse 

about a school and classroom with no limitations or restrictions. After 10 minutes of 

lively discussion and narrative crafting in both sessions, each group was asked if they 

wanted to finish their stories on their own and bring the final copies to the Design phase 

session or finish them at the start of the Design Phase the following day. All groups 

unanimously elected to complete the stories together prior to the next session.  

Design Phase Procedures 

For purposes of this study, the Design Phase was the final component for 

gathering data from participants. This phase of the study began with the sharing of the co-

created narrative stories at the onset of each session. Each group read their stories of the 
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ideal classroom setting and experiences from the teacher’s point of view, as if there were 

no limitations or restrictions. The stories paved the way for bringing the dreams of 

teachers to the forefront and provided a clear vision of a better future for instruction and 

assessment, preparing participants for the Design phase.  

The Design phase revolved around the question: What should be? (Watkins, 

Mohr, & Kelly, 2011). Triangulated themes from the semi-structured interviews, 

interview summary sheets, post-it notes, and co-created stories during the Dream and 

Discovery phases were synthesized through group discussions following the narrative 

readings (Creswell, 2013). Groups were then asked to work collaboratively to write 

provocative propositions. The propositions were written affirmatively and based on the 

following prompts: Teachers at (School Name) Intermediate School are committed to a 

shared vision in instructional and assessment practices. As teachers at (School Name) 

Intermediate we hold these truths about classroom instruction and assessment. After 

creating these statements in small groups, the teachers then collaborated as a whole to 

determine agreed upon “truths” for each session (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006). The 

“truths” from the first and second session were compared and contrasted during data 

analysis, but were not scrutinized by the participants. For purposes of this study, the 

“truths” were created separately in both sessions.  

The final piece of the Design phase consisted of participants in each group writing 

pillars to which all teachers would commit. The teachers named these pillars: Pillars of 

Collective Commitment. They provided a framework for instructional and assessment 

practices that teachers would strive to employ so that all learners could achieve their full 

individual potential. The goal of this aspect of the study was to coalesce the positive core 
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from the Discovery phase with the envisioned future from the Dream phase to design 

statements about what should be. At the conclusion of the session the agreed upon Pillars 

of Collective Commitment were written on chart paper to be posted in the language arts 

collaborative planning room at the place of study.  

Upon conclusion of the study, participants were asked to write down on a post-it 

note in one to five words their biggest take away from the study in regards to instruction 

and assessment. These culminating conclusion post-it notes were collected as participants 

left the room. This last piece of data allowed for further triangulation of the findings 

during the data analysis.  

Ethical Considerations 

 The current study exhibited minimal risk to the participants, researcher, and place 

of study. Despite these minor risks, several precautionary and proactive measures to 

protect all those involved in the study were employed. The study was initiated by 

obtaining approval from the IRB, which included a letter from the building principal 

approving the study (see Appendix A). Additionally, there was an informed consent letter 

that was distributed to each participant prior to the start of the study (see Appendix B).  

 Due to the positive and affirming nature of AI, there was minimal harm or 

uneasiness during the course of the study other than that which may be encountered in 

everyday life. There were, however, multiple anticipated benefits from the study in that 

participants contributed to the school’s knowledge base about assessment and instruction. 

Additionally, the study induced the creation of collective pillars and “truths” for 

generative instruction and assessment in the language arts classroom.  
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 In terms of protecting the data collected, careful coding and reporting in non-

identifiable ways was utilized to maintain the confidentiality of all participants (Creswell, 

2013; Stringer, 2013). It was also conveyed to participants that all data collected would 

be stored at the researcher’s home and shredded after the study was completed or within 

three years after the study. Anyone wishing to withdraw from the study was given the 

option to do so at any time.  

 Lastly, my own personal biases and beliefs about instruction and assessment were 

considered throughout the entirety of this study. In particular, careful attention was given 

to my primary role as an observer and facilitator during the data collection processes and 

analyses. I refrained from offering any personal biases related to educational reform or 

change and allowed participants to examine current instructional and assessment 

practices so that future practices could be co-created. 

Chapter 3 Summary 

 Chapter three provided an overview of the methodology employed for this study. 

A brief introduction to the qualitative design initiated the discussion followed by a look at 

how AI played a pivotal role in the study’s development. The research questions that 

guided the study were then elucidated, leading to a detailed account of the research 

design. The process for selecting participants continued the conversation. The next 

section delved into the data collection tools, describing in detail the protocols and co-

created documents that drove the generative nature of this qualitative instrumental case 

study. Rich descriptions through extensive journaling and careful observation contributed 

to the subsequent section on data collection procedures. Concluding this chapter was a 
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brief discussion of the ethical considerations that maintained confidentiality and 

anonymity for those involved in the study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 Chapter 4 advances the findings from the data that were collected throughout the 

current study. The chapter is organized by first reiterating the purpose of the study and 

the research questions that directed the study. The next section offers a presentation of 

the findings through a brief examination of data collection processes and an account of 

the data analysis processes. A summary of the research findings is then provided, 

followed by a rich descriptive narrative of the Discovery, Dream, and Design phases 

enacted during the course of this study. This chapter continues with a thematic analysis 

and synthesis of the findings and concludes with a summary of what was presented in this 

chapter. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to use an Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) approach to discover generative instructional and assessment practices of 

teachers in the language arts classroom at a 5th and 6th grade low socioeconomic 

intermediate public school campus in Texas that earned five distinctions in three 

consecutive years and identify the necessary factors to sustain and extend those practices. 

Research Questions 

 The current qualitative study was guided by the following overarching question: 

What generative instructional and assessment practices exist in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement?  Using an Appreciative Inquiry 

approach, the current study was further guided by the following research questions: 
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1. What generative instructional practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

2. What generative assessment practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

3. What generative instructional practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

4. What generative assessment practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

Presentation of the Findings 

 This section presents an analysis of the findings in the study. It includes a brief 

examination of the data collection processes and continues with an account of the data 

analysis processes. A summary of the themes that emerged from the findings is next, 

followed by a narrative of the results for each salient finding that surfaced during the 

Discovery, Dream, and Design phases throughout the course of this study. Within the 

narrative of each salient finding a thematic analysis and conclusion is provided. This 

section closes with a summary of what was presented in the chapter. 

Data Collection Process 

 Data collection occurred at the place of research between September 11, 2017 and 

September 29, 2017. Permission to conduct the research study was granted by the 

building principal and a letter of informed consent seeking participants was distributed to 

nineteen language arts teachers (see Appendix A). Eighteen of the teachers to whom the 

informed consent letter was sent voluntarily agreed to participate in the study. 

Confidentiality of the participants was maintained throughout the study. 



EXAMINING INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT 72 

From the onset of the data collection process, rich descriptive observations and 

journaling were utilized. Semi-structured interviews in an AI format initiated the data 

collection process. Protocols for the interviews consisted of generative questions that 

stimulated conversations related to the three first three phases of AI 4D model; 

Discovery, Dream, and Design (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008).  Interviewers 

took notes on the Interview Question Protocol and Interview Summary Protocol, while 

the researcher kept a rich descriptive journal of each session (Roberts, 2010).  

Member checking occurred at the beginning of the final two sessions and end of 

the last session. During these embedded times, participants were provided the opportunity 

to review any protocol notes or answers that had been documented by the interviewers. 

Participants confirmed and clarified answers from their interviews by way of open 

dialogue about emergent themes at the beginning of each new session. This process of 

collection assisted in triangulating the data, as multiple sources were used for building a 

coherent justification for the emergent themes (Creswell, 2013). The themes were 

documented via post-it notes by each participant and placed on chart paper around the 

room. These data pieces were discussed as a whole group and then collected for analysis.  

 After collecting the interview protocols, summary sheet protocols, post-it note 

themes, and rich descriptive observation notes, themes were synthesized and reviewed for 

clarity prior to the final portion of the dream phase (Creswell, 2013; Stringer, 2013). Data 

collected during this portion of the study centered on co-created documents designed to 

further delineate the themes that emerged. The first co-created documents collected were 

first person narratives written on chart paper that were based on the stories, themes, and 

ideas coalesced from the earlier protocols in the Discovery and Dream phases. Four co-
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created stories were shared at the start of the Design phase and dialogue among 

participants fostered further triangulation of the themes that continued to emerge. The 

narratives were then collected by the researcher for additional analysis.  

 The last pieces of data collected were in the form of provocative propositions and 

culminating conclusions. Fusing the shared experiences and themes from the Discovery 

and Dream phases, participants silently crafted personal statements about generative 

instruction and assessment. These statements were shared and then co-constructed into 

“truths” that guided participants in whole group dialogue about Pillars of Collective 

Commitment for generative instruction and assessment that were agreed upon by all 

participants. Participants recorded the Pillars of Collective Commitment on posters to be 

displayed in the language arts collaborative team meeting room.  

 The final piece of data collected was participant crafted post-it notes that served 

as an exit ticket for each participant. Individuals from both sessions were invited to write 

one to five-word culminating conclusions each on a separate post-it note. The post-it 

notes summarized the participants’ overall experiences and biggest takeaways from the 

study. They were collected by the researcher as the last piece of data utilized in the final 

analysis. 

Data Analysis Process 

 When considering qualitative data for this instrumental case study, it was 

imperative that data collection relied on careful and thorough analysis of the data 

collection tools utilized in this study (Creswell, 2014). For that reason, a multitude of 

steps were employed when analyzing the data: content analysis, open coding, axial 
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coding, hand coding, text analysis software, and pattern matching.  A detailed account of 

the process for data analysis using hand coding and text analysis software is provided.  

 Initially, the analysis of data was directed using hand coding. In alignment with 

Basit (2003), data collected from each protocol, journal entry, participant created 

document, and field observation were read once immediately following each session with 

the goal of making sense of the data as a whole. After the initial reading, each piece of 

data was then read a second time with the goal of gaining a sense of its underlying 

meaning (Creswell, 2013). If an underlying meaning emerged from a piece of data, it was 

jotted down on post-it notes and placed on the piece of data that had been analyzed. 

When a piece of data did not have an underlying meaning, a post-it labeled NM (No 

Meaning) was placed on it. After completing this process with each piece of data 

collected from the Discovery and Dream sessions, the post-it notes were removed from 

the sampling, sorted into similar topics, and clustered together on separate pieces of chart 

paper labeled by topic. Each piece of data was then entered into Microsoft Word as a text 

document for later coding and analysis using Saturate, a free web-based app 

(http://www.saturateapp.com). 

To account for the issue of reliability and trustworthiness, triangulation and 

member checking were applied at the beginning of each session by providing participants 

with opportunities to check the researcher’s interpretations of the themes that had 

emerged with what was actually said and meant. This process of member checking was 

completed with multiple pieces of data and assisted in ensuring truth value of each data 

tool (Stringer, 2013). 
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Several prominent topics, categories, patterns, and themes emerged from the first 

two readings of each data protocol analyzed. Each theme was given a preliminary code, 

sorted, and separated into categories on separate pieces of large chart paper. Once the 

themes had been grouped into multiple categories, all responses that had been categorized 

were reread with the purpose of examining important and relevant information to create a 

master list of response codes (Creswell, 2013; Roberts, 2010; Stringer, 2013). The 

frequency of these response categories was counted within the context of each specific 

category.  

The master coding list of response categories was used in coding each full 

transcript from all the data pieces collected throughout the course of the study. The 

coding process was completed using Saturate, and all data transcripts were manipulated 

electronically to note multiple references in a response category. The final coding list was 

then created.  

After completing this process, an analysis of each response code and all data 

transcripts collected was conducted. Analyses resulted in a set of central themes and 

common patterns that emerged. A final review of the data transcripts was employed to 

confirm that the findings, central themes, and patterns were in alignment with all the data 

that were collected. 

Summary of Findings 

Five salient findings emerged from the data analysis. The findings are first listed 

below and then discussed in greater detail. The five salient discoveries from the study 

were as follows: 
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Finding 1: Meaningful relationships with students are central to enhancing student 

learning and engagement. 

Finding 2: Instruction and assessment that promotes meaning through discovery and 

exploration engages students in the learning process. 

Finding 3: Opportunities for students to partake in higher level thinking during 

instruction and assessment improves engagement and learning. 

Finding 4: Conversations cultivate student learning and engagement. 

Finding 5: Empowering students as learners engages them as leaders of the learning 

process.   

Report of Findings 

 This section reports on the findings. Each salient finding is first summarized, and 

then succeeded by a narrative account of the results. Quotations from participants were 

utilized to add depth and breadth to the narrative and validate the findings (Creswell, 

2013). 

Finding 1 

 The AI Discovery, Dream, and Design Phases allowed participants to explore 

instructional and assessment practices that facilitate student learning and engagement. 

The first salient finding discussed from this AI process demonstrated that teachers at BIS 

School believe that relationships are central to enhancing student engagement and 

learning. Conversations from participants highlighted the importance of relationships 

throughout the AI process. Whether student-student relationships, teacher-student 

relationships, parent-student relationships, or teacher-parent relationships, relationships 

were a central theme that emerged from the data analysis. Participants spoke of 
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relationships that stemmed from every day interactions to those that involved traumatic 

experiences outside the classroom. Regardless of the circumstances, it was evident in the 

findings that teachers at BIS view relationships as a central component for facilitating 

student engagement and learning. The two most prevalent anecdotes that supported this 

theme were student-student relationships and student-teacher relationships. A detailed 

discussion of examples that support the findings is provided. 

 Student-student relationships. Within the recurring theme of relationships as a 

key component to student engagement and learning, multiple incidents of the importance 

of student-to-student relationships surfaced in all three phases of the AI model covered in 

the current study. The student-to-student relationship theme emerged in the initial 

Discovery phase, but was also evident in the Dream and Design phases.  

Specifically, when asked during the Discovery phase about a time where students 

were completely engaged and on the edge of their seats, one teacher responded by saying: 

My students were bouncing up and down in small group. They were discussing a 

book they just read and talking about the theme of friendship. It was as if they 

didn’t even know I was right behind them listening, because they were so caught 

up in their conversations with each other. Those kinds of conversations only 

happen when kids know each other, when they have the safety and comfort to 

share their ideas and opinions. It’s those types of relationships that allow students 

to truly stay engaged in what they are learning.  

Another participant during the Discovery phase demonstrated the idea of student-student 

relationships when she shared her story about one of her most memorable moments as a 

teacher. She shared the following words: 
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I don’t usually talk about this, but that student who was shot and killed in Spring 

ISD three years ago had a twin brother in my class. It was after Christmas break 

and the kids had just come back. They were so upset, and I didn’t think I would 

be able to get through the semester. It was tough, because they didn’t want to do 

anything. The twin brother in my class was kind of the bad one, and he was 

having a hard time. The only thing that got him through it wasn’t my teaching, it 

was his peers. They felt safe, they talked about their feelings, they formed 

relationships. It wasn’t about teaching. It was about the relationships they built 

with each other that year. They needed each other. 

The Dream phase included examples of teachers’ beliefs about how relationships 

engage students in learning. In particular, one of the co-created documents at the end of 

the Dream phase included a classroom scene where students collaborated with each other 

at the beginning of the year to establish their own set of rules. One of the rules that 

participants added in their co-created narrative was that students would value each other 

and help each other both personally and academically. It was evident that the addition of 

this scene in the narrative connected to earlier examples of teachers’ feelings about 

student relationships that had surfaced in the Discovery and Dream interviews.  

Student-teacher relationships.  Student-teacher relationships were another 

component that contributed to the theme of generative relationships. Several examples 

described by participants supported the idea of teachers forming meaningful relationships 

with their students as a contributing factor to their overall learning and engagement. For 

instance, 24 of the 97 relationship coded examples from all three phases, involved 

building relationships with students. Of those 24, nine specifically mentioned situations 
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where teachers got to know students who were having difficult situations at home or in 

the classroom. One comment that resonated during the Discovery phase was when a 

teacher said: 

I had a boy whose mother committed suicide. He had nobody else left in his 

family. He became homeless, and I was the one who had to tell him that his mom 

had taken her life. It broke my heart. The relationship that I had with that boy and 

my passion for reading carried him through the year. He learned to love reading 

and lose himself in his books. In the end, those books actually helped him find 

himself. Building that relationship with him was the best thing I’ve done as a 

teacher. He still comes to visit me, and that was ten years ago.  

Not only were there relationship references about teachers getting to know  

students in difficult situations, there were seven instances of participants recollecting how 

relationships with their own teachers got them through school. In response to a 

participant’s story about an inspirational teacher, one teacher had this to say:  

That is so true! Relationships with teachers are everything. I had a teacher who 

helped me with English when I was the only student who couldn’t speak it. He 

didn’t have to do that. The other teachers expected me to just deal with it, but he 

listened and cared about me…I wonder what he’s doing now. 

When asked about what led participants to teach, some mentioned how influential 

teachers from their past inspired them to be teachers. One teacher commented:  

Mrs. Taylor cared about me so much. She would read from her rocking chair and 

tell us stories. Then she would let us tell stories from her chair. She really listened 

to my stories, and I knew she cared about me. 
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Finding 1 conclusion. The Design phase provided a final synthesis for supporting 

the theme of relationships and the impact relationships have on student 

engagement and learning. After coalescing the stories from the Discovery phase 

with those from the Dream phase, participants co-created “truths” that led to 

provocative propositions about generative instructional and assessment practices. 

The exercise concluded with the co-construction of Pillars of Collective 

Commitment that were agreed upon by all participants. One Pillar of Collective 

Commitment written by participants about relationships was as follows: 

BIS School teachers commit to cultivating meaningful relationships with and 

between students, so that all students can engage in the learning process. 

This Pillar of Collective Commitment demonstrated the teachers’ strong beliefs about 

relationships at BIS school and provided further evidence of the first salient finding from 

the current study.  

Finding 2 

 The results from data analysis revealed that instructional and assessment practices 

which promote meaning through discovery and exploration, engage students in the 

learning process. Findings from the study confirmed the idea that teachers at BIS School 

believe that constructing meaning through discovery and exploration is integral to 

engaging students and improving learning. There were a number of examples identified 

in the data that supported this finding. It was particularly evident during the Discovery 

and Dream phases when participants talked about engaging activities and assessments. It 

was also confirmed in the Design phase through the development of “truth statements” 

and the Pillars of Collective Commitment.  
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 Constructing meaning through instruction and assessment. The findings from 

the study illustrated that teachers believe engagement and learning are driven by 

opportunities for students to construct meaning through discovery and exploration. 

Several participants provided examples supporting this salient finding. One participant 

shared a most memorable activity in which students had secret jobs and were engaged in 

trying to figure out who held which job. In the end, the teacher commented how the 

activity assisted students in gaining a better understanding of the context clues strategies 

being taught. Another participant provided an example of a group of students discovering 

the meaning of a poem for a class assessment. She commented: 

The more they asked questions about the poem the more they developed a deeper 

understanding of the poem. Even when the test was finished, they left class still 

asking for the answers. The funny part is that I wasn’t really sure of the poem’s 

meaning. The process of the students questioning each other and trying to 

discover the meaning of the poem was more important than what the poem 

actually meant. 

All four of the participant co-created narratives contained elements that supported 

the second finding. One of the narratives included a discovery zone in the classroom as a 

daily station where students were able to explore topics of their choice or find resources 

to expand on topics that were currently being taught in the classroom. An additional co-

created narrative written by the participants included a presentation paradise area where 

kids were able to explore topics of interest and create presentations for their classmates. 

The last two co-created stories also added to the theme of discovery and exploration as a 

tool for constructing meaning. Participants included an example in their narrative of 
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students discovering the missing events of a story as they solved a mystery scavenger 

hunt to piece together the plot of the mystery. The last narrative also mentioned the idea 

of endless possibilities in the classroom, where students were taken on a quest to discover 

something new each and every day.  

Finding 2 conclusion. Similar to the first finding, the second Pillar of Collective 

Commitment affirmed the results of the data analysis of the second salient finding. 

Participants constructed the following Pillar of Collective Commitment:  

Teachers at BIS School commit to instruction and assessment practices that allow 

students to construct meaning and deeper understanding through individual and 

collaborative discovery.  

As demonstrated in the data analysis throughout the study, teachers shared moments 

when meaning was created through inquiry and discovery. The semi-structured 

interviews, participant co-created documents, and Pillars of Collective Commitment 

revealed the value teachers at BIS place on students constructing meaning through 

discovery to enhance engagement and learning.  

Finding 3 

 Another salient finding from the data analysis was related to the idea of higher 

order thinking. As posited in the data, teachers at BIS School believe that providing 

opportunities for students to partake in higher order thinking during instruction and 

assessment improves engagement and learning. Multiple occurrences of teachers 

expressing the need to engage students in generative thinking during instruction and 

assessment were mentioned. In particular, examples of open-ended thinking and creative 

thinking were coded 43 times out of 58 of the higher order thinking examples coded.  
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 Open-ended thinking. Open-ended thinking was discussed during all three 

phases of the AI study. There were a number of ways teachers expressed the importance 

of open-ended thinking. Open-ended responses, questions, exit tickets, assessments, 

opportunities, writing, and discussions were the various ways teachers referred to open-

ended thinking. Regardless of the medium, data revealed that teachers value providing 

opportunities for open-ended thinking in the classroom. One participant elaborated on the 

idea of open-ended responses: 

Open-ended responses make kids think. We give too many multiple choice tests. 

Life isn’t about a, b, c, or d. Life is about coming up with new and innovative 

solutions to problems, ones that may not even exist yet. If we don’t get kids 

thinking, they won’t have the tools to solve these types of complex problems. 

Another person continued the conversation: 

Students need to be provided with open-ended questions. They even need to be 

asking open-ended questions of each other. My students didn’t like open-ended 

questions at first, but now they enjoy the opportunity to try and justify their 

answers…Now they are so much more engaged in small group and whole group 

discussions.  

 Comments such as those were reiterated throughout the data collected. Further 

analysis of the data found that teachers value open-ended thinking as a tool for driving 

instruction. One teacher said it best: 

The open-ended questions we gave for our first common assessment told me more 

about my students’ reading ability and behaviors than I learned from my class all 
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last year. I could get into their heads and see their thinking, and that allowed me 

to figure out where they needed help. 

It was also clear in the data analysis that teachers believed that open-ended 

thinking contributes to student learning and engagement. In particular, it was noted in the 

data analyzed that students who were given opportunities for open-ended thinking were 

more likely to feel safe and take risks. One participant offered this insight: 

The more chances I give my students to answer open-ended questions, the safer 

they feel about taking risks. They aren’t looking for a right or wrong answer. 

They are coming up with their own thinking. I love it when they take those risks 

and I can see their thinking. Then I know how I can help them. 

Creative thinking. In addition to open-ended thinking, examples from the data 

also suggested that teachers value opportunities for students to engage in out of the box, 

creative thinking. Teachers spoke of their beliefs about providing students the chance to 

extend their creativity. Out of the box thinking, creative thinking, and creativity were 

mentioned 15 times. Participants reported that when students participated in projects or 

activities that valued their thinking and opinions, they were more likely to remember 

what they learned.  

 Finding 3 conclusion. The third salient finding was clearly connected to the 

Pillar of Collective Commitment that participants crafted in the Design phase of the AI 

study. Teachers wrote: 

Teachers at BIS School commit to developing open-ended questions and promote 

open-ended opportunities during all activities and assessments. These open-ended 
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questions and opportunities will encourage open-ended thinking, open-ended 

responses, and open-ended creative thought. 

 The teachers’ commitment to creating open-ended thinking opportunities during 

the Design phase, along with the data analyzed during the Discovery and Dream phases, 

extended the participants’ belief that generative thinking was a priority for engaging 

students in the learning process.  

Finding 4 

 Participants identified that teachers at BIS School revere conversations as a 

necessary condition for student learning and engagement. The data revealed that teachers 

think high point instruction and assessment practices evolve around meaningful 

conversations. The data noted two focal areas where conversations were most meaningful 

for engagement and learning: student to teacher and student to student. This fourth salient 

finding, which posits that conversations cultivate student learning and engagement, is 

espoused in more detail through an analysis of the data findings.  

 Student-to-teacher conversations. Teachers provided multiple examples to 

support the fourth finding. Particularly, when respondents were asked in the Discovery 

phase about what students were doing during assessments that allowed teachers to know 

they had learned the skills, the responses were twofold: teachers stated that students were 

either jotting their thinking down on their assessments or sharing their thinking orally 

through conversations with their teachers.  

Eight participants noted their thoughts about students jotting their thinking down 

during assessments. The conversations they had during the Discovery and Dream phases 

noted that the thinking students jotted down while they were reading acted as a written 
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conversation between the teacher and student. Teachers shared how they valued the 

written conversations they could have with their students, because they were able to 

recognize where misunderstandings occurred and respond to students either through 

written conversation or oral conversation. One participant expressed how students who 

struggled with oral conversations had the opportunity to engage in conversations with the 

teacher through their writing.  

In terms of oral conversations between teachers and students, there were two 

constant themes elucidated throughout the three phases of the study. One, teachers sought 

opportunities for one to one individual conversations, and two, teachers planned small 

group conversations with students. Of the 72 coded examples related to the theme of 

generative conversations, 28 of them mentioned either teacher conversations with 

students in small group or individual conversation with students.  

One participant shared her belief that conferring and private conversations were 

“the most important” thing she does to understand whether or not her students grasp a 

concept. Another participant extended that idea by mentioning that giving reluctant 

readers a chance to talk about their books helps teachers identify where the breakdown in 

learning and understanding occurs.  

In addition to individual conversations, teachers also demonstrated their 

commitment to small group student to teacher conversations. The findings in this area 

produced responses from teachers that demonstrated the value they place on listening to 

students during small groups. One teacher noted the following: 

I just stop and listen to them while they are in small group. I wait for a moment to 

spark the conversation, or even send it in a different direction. I take notes during 
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and after the conversations, so that I can continue the conversations with my 

students the next time we meet... I learn so much about my students from those 

small group conversations.  

These ideas surrounding student to teacher dialogue through individual and small 

group conversations were also found in the Dream phase when three of the four  

co-created stories included examples of meaningful student to teacher dialogue. These 

examples reflected the direction teachers wished for their students and the beliefs about 

stimulating conversations with their students. 

Student-to-student conversations. Participants also reported about  

the value they place on student to student conversations. These findings appeared in all 

phases of the AI process used in the current study. For example, student-to-student 

conversations represented 34 of the 72 conversation coded examples. Among these, 

meaningful opportunities for students to turn and talk and opportunities for collaborative 

group conversations were mentioned. Participants also discussed how conversations led 

students to deeper connections about what they were learning. One participant shared her 

commitment to student-to-student conversations when she said, “I think listening to 

student conversations makes me a better teacher.” Another teacher commented, “When 

they talk about their books with their peers, they are learning more than when I try to 

teach them about what they are reading.” 

 Participants also referenced peer-to-peer conversations during assessments. One 

teacher provided insight into an assessment she gives. She made the following comment:  

My favorite assessment is when I let my students debate an issue with their peers. 

Last year, I gave an assessment where they read two letters, one from our 
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principal and one from our assistant principal…The students had to debate 

whether or not they agreed with the principal’s idea of giving more time for 

recess, or the assistant principal’s claim that recess needed time needed to be 

reduced…They didn’t know which side they would be on…I graded them using a 

discussion rubric. They had to support their claim, counter the opposing claim, 

and use strategies for developing an argument that they had learned in class.  

The interviewer responded:  

I love that idea. Do you have the rubric? I never thought about assessing student 

conversations. I think that would help my students who struggle with 

writing…Oh, and as a teacher I would learn so much more about what my 

students know by listening to them argue with each other. I am definitely using 

that with my kiddos! 

The participants’ beliefs about student to student conversations resurfaced in the 

dream phase when discussions about waking up after a five-year nap to the ideal 

classroom, one with no limits or restrictions, stimulated the conversations in the room. 

The discussion evoked further dialogue about students leading conversations in small 

group. One teacher stated in her Dream phase interview: 

Students in my class would be sharing what they learned with each other all the 

time. They would be collaborating on projects and giving real feedback to each 

other. I can see them just talking about characters from their books like they were 

real people!  

Her partner responded jokingly, “They wouldn’t even need you.” And then she 

immediately continued:  
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You’re right! They wouldn’t really need me per se. I would just sit back, listen to 

their conversations, and guide them in their learning. I could stimulate their 

conversations by asking questions that make them think deeper…I would be their 

facilitator of learning! I love it! 

These conversations transitioned participants into the co-creation of  

first person narratives about their wishes for the ideal classroom. The narratives that were 

written advanced the fourth salient finding of generative conversations. Multiple 

instances within all four participant created narratives elaborated on classrooms where 

students were presented with a multitude of avenues for exploring student-to-student 

conversations.  

 One point of interest about student conversations from the narratives was dialogue   

between a student and teacher that participants included in their story. In the story 

participants described how the student entered the room and asked the teacher what 

“riveting discussions were going to happen in the Conversation Creation Area” that day. 

This example supported the participants’ beliefs about conversations. Both the name of 

the area in the classroom (Conversation Creation Area) and the student asking the 

question about riveting conversations, underscored the emphasis teachers placed on 

student to student conversations, as well as student to teacher conversations.  

Another anecdote from one of the participant created narratives that stressed the 

teachers’ beliefs about student-to-student conversations was revealed through a teacher’s 

perspective. Directly from the co-created document, the teacher narrating about her ideal 

classroom said, “I’m not sure they even noticed me, because they were so entrenched in 

conversing, creating, and presenting; it was as if they were the teachers.” 
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Once again, data from the co-created stories emphasized the notion that teachers at BIS 

School believe that conversations engage students and contribute to their overall learning.  

 Finding 4 conclusion. The fourth salient finding was confirmed through multiple 

examples during the Discovery and Dream phases. Data analyzed in the form the Pillars 

of Collective Commitment that were created by the participants during the Design phase, 

further justified the findings from the earlier phases. The Pillar of Collective 

Commitment created for finding 4 was as follows: 

 BIS School teachers are committed to enhancing student learning and engagement 

by providing a multitude of generative instructional and assessment experiences that 

cultivate meaningful conversations and dialogue in the classroom. These include, but are 

not limited to, student-to-student conversations, as well as student-to-teacher 

conversations.  

Finding 5 

  The final salient finding from the data analysis demonstrated the obligation 

participants had for empowering students as leaders of the learning process. Multiple 

participants demonstrated this theme during the study as examples of data collection from 

the three phases of AI mentioned empowering students in 123 instances. Two teacher 

beliefs related to this theme that stood out in the data analysis were the idea of students as 

leaders of their learning and students taking risks by stepping outside the box to create 

their own learning opportunities.  

 Students as leaders of their learning. Data analysis showed that participants in 

the study supported the idea of students as leaders of their learning. This was specifically 

mentioned in the data findings from the Interview Summary Protocol. When teachers 
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were asked to select the most memorable stories, golden innovations, and themes that 

they heard during the interviews, there were 17 references to student leadership. Two 

teachers commented on letting students run with their ideas, whereas another teacher 

said, “Let students be leaders of their learning.” Four comments elicited from participants 

related to student-led lessons, student-led small group instruction, student-led teaching, 

and student-led conferences. A comment shared by one interviewer described her 

partner’s views about students as leaders: 

The golden innovation from my interview was when she told me that students 

leading conversations and discussions are the key to real learning. She actually let 

one of her students lead a guided reading lesson. She was originally skeptical 

about the idea, but said that once she finally gave in, it occurred to her that real 

student learning occurs when they are tasked to lead each other. The way she 

described that story made me think about how I could help give my students more 

opportunities to lead. 

 Other teachers reinforced the belief of empowering students as leaders in 

instances where they might otherwise have been considered discipline issues. One teacher 

mentioned a memorable story from her interview by saying, “I loved when she told me a 

story about how her student was acting up because he wanted to be a leader. Instead of 

constantly writing him up for his behaviors, she made it a point to build his leadership 

skills.” Another teacher shared a story she heard in her interview:  

…I had never heard of Genius hour until the interview. The way she described 

students exploring topics that interested them was refreshing. Letting kids explore 

their own interests to that extent. How cool! I just appreciated the way she let her 
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students take their own path towards understanding. I think all students should get 

that opportunity. 

 The theme of students as leaders of their learning was also evident in the Dream 

phase. When participants described future classroom settings where students were 

completely engaged, they shared several examples of students working on their own and 

sharing what they learned with other students and the teacher interchangeably. One 

participant shared his wishes for students leading discussions about what they were 

learning via Skype with students from other states or countries.  

 Lastly, the data analysis of the narratives co-constructed during the Dream phase 

promoted the fifth salient finding. In every instance, the co-created narratives that were 

analyzed included examples of students engaged and self-motivated through independent 

and collaborative projects, conversations, and activities. As each narrative was 

developed, examples of teachers’ wishes for empowering students as leaders of their 

learning were central to keeping them engaged and excited about learning. One narrative 

gave a vivid description of students as leaders and independent learners in the classroom 

environment: 

As I sat back at my desk watching the students work on their independent 

projects, I couldn’t help but smile seeing how focused and engaged they were 

about learning on their own and discovering something new…It made me proud 

to think that my idea of giving the students real choice in how they learn and 

show understanding of what they learned would make such a profound impact on 

my classroom environment.  
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 Students taking risks. One additional finding that contributed to the theme of 

empowering students was the evidence of teachers stressing the importance of students 

taking risks and stepping outside their comfort zones. Data findings showed that 

participants believed that students who felt safe enough to take risks stood a far greater 

chance of taking ownership of their learning. This belief was supported in all three phases 

of the AI study, particularly in the Dream and Design phases.  

 This salient finding emerged when participants started dreaming of what could be. 

The findings displayed teachers’ wishes for students to step outside of the box, take risks, 

or try something new. During one Dream phase semi-structured interview, two teachers 

discussed the perfect class in which students took risks to answer questions they did not 

think they knew the answers to. One teacher said, “My students would feel completely 

safe to answer challenging questions. They would be able to take tests that allowed them 

to show their thinking and justify their answers.” The respondent agreed, stating, “Yes, 

the perfect class would be set up where students challenged the thinking of other 

students, so that both students could step out of the box to create alternative solutions to 

problems!” 

Lastly, data supporting the theme of empowering students was a quote from one 

of the co-created first person narratives. This sentence from the story offered insight into 

the teacher’s feelings about empowering students as leaders of the learning process. The 

comments in the narrative, presented from the teacher’s point of view, reflected on the 

idea of students as teachers. It went as follows: 

…That moment when we can feel safe enough to share our passions and 

knowledge with others. That’s when I realized that students were teachers. They 
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were the teachers of themselves, the teachers of others, and I was just the student. 

They were teaching me that learning is their journey, and I was glad to be along 

for the ride! 

 Finding 5 conclusion. The fifth and final salient finding was reiterated in the 

Pillars of Collective Commitment drafted by participants during the Design phase. 

Derived from the coalescing of data collected and analyzed in the Discovery and Dream 

phases, the fifth theme supported the participants’ beliefs that students engage in learning 

when they are empowered as leaders of their learning. The fifth Pillar of Collective 

commitment was written as follows: 

 Teachers at BIS School are committed to empowering students as leaders of their 

own learning through the creation of safe classroom environments that encourage risk 

taking and opportunities to step outside the box. 

Chapter 4 Summary 

This chapter presented an analysis of the findings from my study. It included a 

brief examination of the data collection processes and offered a detailed account of the 

data analysis processes employed. A summary of the five salient findings, or themes, that 

emerged from the data analysis followed. Rich narratives analyzing the results for each 

salient finding that emerged during the Discovery, Dream, and Design phases throughout 

the course of this study were then provided. Each narrative included a thematic analysis 

and conclusion of the findings. A discussion of the examples from the data analysis that 

supported those findings was included. Chapter 5 presents implications for future 

research. It suggests the study’s intent to contribute to existing literature and informs the 

reader about how the Aim of the study will be addressed through a proposed solution, as 
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well as implications for implementation. Additionally, it sheds light on the practical, 

research, and leadership implications, and offers insight into final conclusions about the 

study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Chapter 5 culminates the study with conclusions and recommendations based on 

the literature and data findings. The purpose of the study, aim, research questions, and 

review of the methodology are all revisited. A synthesis of the major finding is then 

presented, leading to a proposed solution to the problem. Evidence to support the 

proposed solution is then discussed. Rounding out the remaining portions of this final 

chapter are implications for implementation and the final conclusions of the study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study was to use an Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) approach to discover generative instructional and assessment practices of 

teachers in the language arts classroom at a 5th and 6th grade low socioeconomic 

intermediate public school campus in Texas that earned five distinctions in three 

consecutive years and identify the necessary factors to sustain and extend those practices. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the current study was to use generative instructional and assessment 

practices teachers identified to design a framework for promoting and sustaining 

generative practices which can enhance student learning and engagement in the language 

arts classroom at a fifth and sixth grade low socioeconomic intermediate public school 

campus in Texas. 
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Research Questions 

 The current qualitative study was guided by the following overarching question: 

What generative instructional and assessment practices exist in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement?  Using an Appreciative Inquiry 

approach, the current study was further guided by the following research questions: 

1. What generative instructional practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

2. What generative assessment practices do teachers currently use in the language 

arts classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

3. What generative instructional practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

4. What generative assessment practices could teachers use in the language arts 

classroom to facilitate student learning and engagement? 

Review of Methodology 

 This qualitative instrumental case study research design utilized AI as a model for 

navigating and instigating change through the first three phases of the AI 4D model. By 

way of a systematic process of the Discovery, Dream, and Design phases, data collection 

involved an iterative process: (a) journaling and observation (b) semi-structured 

participant interviews; and (c) participant co-created documents. Due to the social 

constructionist approach of the study, research questions focused on discovering 

generative instructional and assessment practices that lead to a better understanding about 

the best of what is to set the stage for dreaming of endless possibilities about the best of 

what could be. The study concluded by coalescing the best of what is with the best of 
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what could be to construct provocative propositions about what should be and collective 

commitments about what will be. 

 Data collection tools and procedures for analysis were included throughout the 

study, beginning with observations, journaling, interview protocols, and participant 

created documents. Data analyses of the artifacts were carefully completed through the 

use of rich, descriptive narratives that reported the findings. Five Salient themes emerged 

from the analysis. The five salient themes directly supported the research questions and 

acted as a catalyst for creating a framework that promotes generative instructional and 

assessment practices in the language arts classroom. To further validate the findings, 

observations and journaling aided in the thematic examination and situational limitations 

the study presented by helping the researcher stay focused on the interactive process of 

AI. Member checking and triangulation were also employed throughout the data 

collection and analyses processes to maintain the reliability, trustworthiness, and 

consistency of the study. Participants were afforded frequent opportunities to confirm 

interviewer protocols, as well as opportunities to authenticate themes that emerged from 

the findings during the data analysis.  

Synthesis of Major Findings 

 The data analysis of this qualitative instrumental case study elicited five salient 

themes that support the research questions. These findings were reported in Chapter 4 

through objective analysis and rich narrative description and supported the qualitative 

approach utilized in this study. A multitude of examples supporting the findings emerged 

from the lively discussions and meaningful discourse. Within those findings, Five Pillars 

of Collective Commitment were co-created by each of the two participant groups in the 
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study. Further analysis and synthesis of the salient findings, along with closer 

examination of all ten Pillars of Collective Commitment, revealed an emerging 

framework for enhancing student learning and engagement through generative 

instructional and assessment practices. The five salient findings from the study were 

carefully scrutinized and analyzed in relation to the Pillars of Collective Commitment co-

constructed by the participants in the study. The results of all findings were then 

compared to the current literature to form a basis for developing the key aspects of the 

proposed generative instructional and assessment framework. 

 Through an AI approach, teachers engaged in a collaborative change effort that 

began with discovering the best of what is. That AI approach continued with participants 

envisioning a better future through collective dreaming about what could be. Coalescing 

the ideas of what is with the dreams of what could be, participants engaged in the design 

of truth statements about what should be. The positive and generative nature of this 

process assisted participants in co-constructing two sets of Five Pillars of Collective 

Commitments about what will be. Those ten commitments were merged and pared down 

to Five Pillars of Collective Commitment: 

Considering the ideas espoused throughout the literature review and extensive 

analysis of the data completed, further synthesis of the findings led to five generative 

processes of learning that seek to promote generative learning outcomes. These 

generative processes formed the basis of the proposed framework which will be designed 

from the findings of the current study. The next section briefly readdresses the original 

problem presented in the study, and then lists the five generative learning processes as 
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synthesized by the researcher. These generative learning processes are then explained in 

context of the proposed solution as they relate to the aim of the study.  

Proposed Solution 
 

As mentioned throughout the data collection, analyses, and findings and the 

literature related to this instrumental case study, there is a plethora of evidence supporting 

the incitation of school reform that focuses attention away from rote learning, multiple-

choice tests, and teacher-directed instruction, and opens up avenues for generative 

instructional and assessment practices that enhance student learning and engagement. The 

five salient findings from the data analysis, coupled with the additional synthesis of the 

findings, further advocates for the development of a framework that promotes generative 

instructional and assessment practices to enhance student engagement and learning. 

 The need for prioritizing higher-order thinking continues to be pushed aside and 

replaced by multiple-choice tests that limit thinking and fail to effectively engage 

students in the learning process. As a result of these tests, instruction is compromised 

(Au, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Thompson & Allen, 2012: Watson, Johanson, Loder, & 

Dankiw, 2014). As Robinson and Aronica (2015) indicate, teaching and learning have 

become scripted and students are failing to obtain the necessary critical thinking skills to 

become real world problem solvers and creative thinkers.   

Teachers engaged in this study range in experience from two to twenty-one years. 

As mentioned in the literature about the place of study, the school has received five 

distinctions from TEA each year over the course of the last three years. This 

accomplishment confirms the teachers’ commitment at the place of study to student 

achievement, student growth, closing the achievement gap for diverse populations, and 
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post-secondary readiness. Through the first three phases of the AI process, teachers 

embarked on a journey to discover the best of what is, dream about the best of what could 

be, and design a plan for what should be. This life-giving, explorative process, afforded 

teachers the opportunity to explore generative instructional and assessment practices that 

engaged students and enhanced learning. The findings from the research that ensued 

provided insight into a proposed solution for extending the current theories surrounding 

narrative theory, transformative learning theory, and social cognitive change theory.  

Results of the findings from this study, build on the three central themes 

synthesized from the empirical research: (a) generative questions and inquiry change 

individual thinking, (b) generative discourse and dialogue cultivate powerful 

relationships, (c) co-created narratives transform learning experiences. These espoused 

theories, along with the findings from the case study, present an opportunity for the 

development of a new educational framework for learning. As previously suggested, the 

instrumental case study design in alignment with the embedded components of AI, 

allowed for deeper understanding about a unique phenomenon, one which represents a 

distinct notion that learning can be utilized to generalize or develop a novel theory (Yin, 

2014). The proposed solution extends the aforementioned theories to create a framework 

of five new generative learning processes that lead to generative learning outcomes. 

Five New Generative Learning Processes 

The following five generative learning processes introduce a new framework for 

generative instruction and assessment that produces generative learning outcomes. This 

proposed framework will transform teaching and learning and empower students as 

leaders of their learning in hopes to minimize the attention that is currently being given to 
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rote memorization, multiple-choice tests, and pre-scripted lessons. Each idea for this new 

framework of Generative Learning Processes was synthesized from the data collected and 

analyzed throughout the current study, as well as from the results of the findings that 

were presented. Each of the proposed components of the framework begins with a 

Generative Learning Process that was conceived as a result of the study. Although this is 

not a wholly developed framework, in its infancy it serves as a stepping stone for 

constructing a future framework for generative instructional and assessment practices that 

engage students in learning and transform schools into creative institutions where 

generative learning processes lead to generative learning outcomes.  

 The five generative instructional and assessment practices that were most 

frequently referenced in the data coding and analysis and serve as the building blocks for 

the proposed framework were as follows: (a) Generative Relationships, (2) Generative 

Meaning, (3) Generative Thinking, (4) Generative Conversations, and (5) Generative 

Empowerment. Each of the new Generative Learning Processes emerged from the study’s 

findings about generative instruction and assessment. They stem from instructional and 

assessment practices that are currently happening in the classroom, wish to be integrated 

for classroom use in the future, or were collectively committed to being implemented in 

classroom instruction and assessment by participants of this study. Each new Generative 

Learning Process was derived from extensive data analysis and scrutiny. Open coding, 

thematic analysis, journaling, observations, semi-structured interviews, and participant 

created documents contributed to the development of the proposed solution. An 

introductory discussion of the five new Generative Learning Processes is first provided, 

followed by consideration of the rationale for the proposed solution. Deliberation related 
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to the literature that supports the proposed solution is embedded within each of the 

proposed Generative Learning Processes, and the ideas presented reinforce the newly 

espoused theory that Generative Learning Processes lead to Generative Learning 

Outcomes.  

Generative Relationships  

Relationships are essential components of generative instruction and assessment 

practices that engage students and lead to generative learning outcomes. Findings from 

the study unequivocally support the idea that learning occurs when students feel safe to 

share their ideas and opinions with others. Additionally, the study denotes that instruction 

and assessment through social interactions assist students in constructing meaning and 

promote generative learning outcomes in the classroom. Bergmark (2008) supports the 

notion of generative relationship building by suggesting that positive relationships create 

a sense of openness and lead to real communication and mutual learning. As recognized 

in this study, student-student and teacher-student relationships create opportunities for 

students to work collaboratively and construct a deeper understanding of what is being 

learned.  

Doveston and Keenaghan (2006) suggest that increased collaboration fosters 

solution-oriented mindsets and leads to positive influence on relationships. The findings 

from the current study included multiple examples of how positive relationships 

contributed to the learning outcomes of students. Specifically, an idea synthesized in one 

of the co-created narratives, suggested that learning outcomes were maximized when 

students and teachers valued one another. Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987), Gergen 

(2009), and Vygotsky (1978) propound that meaningful discourse and social 
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connectedness are at the center of learning engagement. As noted in the current study, 

student-to-student and teacher-to-student relationships that were cultivated during 

significant or even traumatic times, also led to increased student engagement and 

learning.  

Both the literature and the current study indicate that the process of generative 

relationships within the classroom enhances student engagement and improves learning 

outcomes. By creating an atmosphere where relationships flourish, teachers promote 

positive learning environments that move students collectively towards generative 

learning outcomes.  

Generative Meaning 

Findings from the current study postulate that students who engage in the process 

of discovery and exploration develop a deeper understanding for their learning. A 

multitude of examples from this study demonstrated that students who partake in inquiry, 

construct deeper meaning of what they are trying to understand. Bushe (2013), 

Cooperrider and Whitney (2005), Ford and Ford (2009), and Wolf (2011) postulate that 

inquiry through generative questioning can lead to generative action. Building upon this 

idea, Conklin and Hart (2009) conclude that people move in the direction of the questions 

that are posed.  

In order to construct meaning, teachers should pose questions that inspire inquiry 

and generate interest into discovering deeper meaning and understanding about what is 

being asked. Examples of generative questioning that leads to generative meaning were 

present throughout the findings from the current study. Teachers reported multiple 

instances where students constructed meaning from inquiry and discovery. Two examples 
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from the current study exemplified the importance of generative meaning by highlighting 

the process of discovering the answer over determining the actual answer itself. In both 

instances, instruction and assessment were at their best when students were able to 

construct meaning from exploration into the questions posed.   

Generative questions that seek generative meaning spark curiosity and lead to 

generative learning outcomes. Individuals and groups have shown that discovery through 

inquiry maximizes learning opportunities and invokes deeper understanding about what is 

being studied (Cooperrider et al., 2008). When instructional and assessment practices 

focus on generative meaning through exploration, individual and collective learning 

experiences of students become transformative. Consequently, students become more 

engaged in the learning process and are better equipped to change their thinking about 

new constructs they encounter. 

Generative Thinking 

Generative thinking is central to instruction and assessment in that it promotes 

higher order thinking and bolsters creative thought. In particular, the current study found 

that involving students in open-ended thinking enables them to develop new ideas to 

unique solutions. Additionally, the findings from the study established that students who 

are asked open-ended questions, are more engaged in their learning as they seek 

generative outcomes and responses to new concepts and skills.  

Bushe and Kassam (2005) characterize generative thinking as a focus on the 

process of thinking rather than on what people think. By focusing on the process of 

thinking, students are afforded opportunities for open-ended responses. As discerned in 

the current study, when students engage in generative thinking through open-ended 
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responses, they are more likely to experience transformational change. In turn, these 

transformative experiences invoke a learner-centered understanding and allow students to 

make sense of what they are learning in order to construct new knowledge. Additionally, 

open-ended responses encourage students to take risks and generate multiple answers to 

questions that invoke generative thought.   

Teachers that stimulate student engagement through generative thinking during 

instruction and assessment promote student creativity and problem solving in the 

classroom. These generative thinking opportunities incite generative processes of 

thinking that ultimately lead to generative learning outcomes. In turn, individual and 

collective learning transpires, paving the way for new learning to emerge. 

Generative Conversations 

Generative conversations are key components of the Generative Learning 

Processes that contribute to the students’ overall understanding of what is being taught. 

Not only do conversations occur overtly between teachers and students, they also occur 

internally, allowing teachers to engage in dialogue with students to help interpret what 

students are thinking. Examples of this form of conversation occur when students jot 

down their thinking during reading and assessments. Teachers engage in further discourse 

by making sense of what was said and then open dialogue with students to better 

understand their learning needs. The current study concluded that generative 

conversations provide a chance for meaningful written and oral dialogue between 

teachers and students.  

Barrett and Fry (2005), Gergen (1999), and Hart, Conklin and Allen (2008) 

authenticate the current study’s findings by contending that knowledge is comprised from 
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the inventive exchange of conversations between and among learners. Whether through 

private conversation, small group discussion, or whole class discourse, teachers 

emphasized the role conversations play in classroom instruction and assessment. One 

example conveyed in the study, displayed how conversations were being assessed using a 

discussion rubric. Another example demonstrated how meaningful classroom 

conversations led to deeper understanding of the concept being taught.  

 It is apparent from the literature and current study that classrooms where 

conversations are encouraged deepen students’ understanding of what is being learned 

and assist in the construction of new knowledge. DuFour (2004) and Jha (2012) postulate 

that the core of developing a collective learning purpose is through a collaborative 

culture. When generative conversations become the focal point of classroom instruction 

and assessment, generative learning outcomes are possible. 

Generative Empowerment 

The development of generative instructional and assessment practices that 

empower students allows them to become leaders of their own learning. Throughout the 

current study, teachers exposed the inherent potential of how generative empowerment 

can develop students’ leadership capacity. Multiple examples revealed that when students 

are empowered they become self-motivated as learners. In alignment with the study’s 

findings, Lickona and Davidson (2005) posit that empowering students in the classroom 

increases student engagement. When students are empowered, they become teachers of 

others and grow others as learners, but more importantly they grow themselves.  

Generative empowerment gives students real choice to learn about what interests 

them. It allows them to explore challenging topics without fear of failing. Bergmark 



EXAMINING INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT 108 

(2008) points out that student voice plays an important role in the learning process. The 

instances of empowering students with their own voice were dispersed throughout the 

current study. Participants shared examples of student-led independent and collaborative 

projects, conversations, and activities. The individual and collective development of these 

learning experiences played a pivotal role in transforming mindsets and promoting self-

efficacy (Neville, 2008; Peelle, 2006).  

Designing instructional and assessment practices with generative empowerment 

requires careful attention to the curriculum, as well as the four other generative learning 

processes. Together, the first four generative learning processes can lead to individual 

and collective empowerment. As noted in the findings, generative relationships, 

generative meaning, generative thinking, and generative conversations all have the 

capability of empowering students as leaders of their own learning. Teachers who 

effectively facilitate the first four generative learning processes empower students to co-

create learning experiences that construct new meaning and result in generative learning 

outcomes.  

Support for the Solution 
 
 There were a multitude of data pieces to support the proposed framework for 

implementing instruction and assessment that focuses on the five Generative Learning 

Processes. From extensive data findings highlighting examples of the salient themes that 

emerged in the data analysis, to the literature findings related to the overarching themes 

that were presented in the literature review, there is conclusive evidence that point in the 

direction of education reform. These Generative Learning Processes have the ability to 
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invigorate the classroom learning environment through generative instructional and 

assessment practices. 

As evidenced in the literature, the state of education has demonstrated that 

rigorous accountability standards are impeding the learning of students and interfering 

with classroom instruction and assessment methodology. These high pressure 

accountability systems have led to schools that are teaching to the test, testing to the test, 

thus cheating and marginalizing children and curriculum of the learning that they need to 

be successful problem solvers and critical thinkers (Au, 2011; McNeil, Coppola, 

Radigan, & Vasquez Heilig, 2008; Moses & Nanna, 2007; Palmer & Rangel, 2011; Plank 

& Condliffe, 2013; Rapoport, 2011).  

In addition to the literature supporting education reform towards generative 

learning processes, conclusive evidence from the collected data from the current study 

suggests that this framework be considered as an alternative to the pre-scripted, rote 

learning tactics that currently consume public education institutions across America. As 

noted in the framework that suggests the use of Generative Learning Processes to 

promote Generative Learning Outcomes, the Five Pillars of Collective Commitment 

created as a result of this study, coupled with the literature surrounding high-stakes 

testing and the decline of higher-order thinking opportunities in education, suggest that a 

new framework for instruction and assessment is vital to transforming educational 

practices across the nation. Alternatives to cultivate and reinforce higher-order thinking 

skills, creativity, and problem solving, are necessary to ensure the success of our 

education system. Although just an idea in its early stages, Generative Learning 
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Processes that produce Generative Learning Outcomes such as those proposed in my 

framework, may just the catalyst for a paradigm shift in education that is long overdue.  

Obstacles Impeding the Proposed Solution 

 In considering the implementation of the proposed framework of Generative 

Learning Processes to produce Generative Learning Outcomes, there are a multitude of 

obstacles obstructing this revolutionary educational reform. These barriers begin at the 

national level with the current national standards and accountability rating systems that 

impeded schools from straying away from the conventional teaching practices, but more 

locally are centralized by the State and District initiatives that require a multitude of high-

stakes multiple choice testing in all subject areas.  

 As posited from the findings in this study, it is essential for localized school 

leaders to recognize that Generative Learning Processes do not hinder the ability for 

students to succeed on these mandated high-stakes assessments. As was the case in the 

place of study, the best of what was, included generative instructional and assessment 

practices. Through an approach similar to AI, leaders can assist schools and teachers in 

discovering those practices in the classroom that foster generative learning processes and 

ultimately produce generative learning outcomes without sacrificing the current 

educational practices or mandates that are required.  

 In essence, through discovery of the best of instruction and assessment that is 

already working, teachers and schools can dream of instructional and assessment tools 

they never thought were possible. Ultimately, in discovering what is best and dreaming of 

what could be, teachers and schools can transform instruction and assessment to what 

should be.  
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Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 One lingering question that may be on the mind of an AI practitioner is related to 

the fourth and final phase of the AI 4D Model. As Watkins, Mohr, and Kelly (2011) 

propose, the fourth phase of AI addresses the question: How to empower, learn, and 

improvise? Although this qualitative AI study focused on the first three phases of the AI 

4D model, consideration of the fourth and final phase, the Destiny phase, is necessary.  

 Successful implementation of the proposed solution requires additional action 

plans and strategies to assist teachers in moving towards their dreams. Careful thought 

and consideration into short and long term goals can assist in this process. As referenced 

in the study, participants created Pillars of Collective Commitments. These commitments 

were created and then posted in their respective teacher planning classrooms for ongoing 

visibility; however, they only serve as a reminder of the commitments that were crafted 

during the study. Taking the commitments that were created a step further would entail 

the development of concrete projects and actions that include a timeline for 

implementation. Additionally, further development and creation of Generative Learning 

Processes with specific strategies and activities to support each process, would also assist 

in bringing the ideal that was created during the Discovery and Dream phases into 

fruition. Lastly, ongoing reflection about the experiences encountered throughout 

implementation would serve as a tool for creating and sustaining momentum towards the 

desired positive change that emerged during the AI process. 
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Practical Implications 

 Recognizing the benefits to this study is important in understanding the 

significance of how this study will impact others. As education continues to reform and 

new strategies of teaching and learning emerge, one thing has remained constant, learning 

is a process that requires ongoing reflection of experiences to create new actions. 

Grounded in qualitative methodology from an AI perspective, this Dissertation in 

Practice (DIP) offers new insight into how we approach education reform. In contrast to a 

complete overhaul of the educational system, the current study serves as an example of 

how localized change through a process known as Appreciative Inquiry can positively 

impact the instructional and assessment practices of teachers and enhance engagement 

and learning for students.  

 In hindsight, the current study serves as a catalyst for bringing out the best in what 

we as educators do to empower our students as learners. It facilitates a process to help 

educators realize that by taking the best of what they are doing, they can dream about that 

which they never thought was possible. Ultimately, it is from the discoveries that were 

made and the dreams that were created that true education reform begins. From that 

place, we can begin to design new educational practices to ensure student learning and 

success. From that place, we can also pioneer instruction and assessment that engages 

learners. From that place, the state of education can truly be changed for the better. 

 As posited in the basic principles of AI, the current study serves as a case study 

research example of how energizing a group of educators through a process of affirming 

what is going well and unleashing their imaginations to the possibilities of things they 

have only dreamed about, they can overcome barriers of conventional and routine 
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thinking to design and implement a plan that will truly make a difference in the life of a 

child. 

Implications for Future Research 

As with any research, the research that follows sometimes has a more lasting 

impact. After finishing this study, two additional areas of research surface. The first 

research study worth exploring would be a continuation of this study, or perhaps a mixed 

method study in which the final phase of the AI 4D Model is completed. This type of 

study could include quantitative analysis of the participants’ reflections through surveys 

and semi-structured interviews about the implementation of the generative learning 

processes that were discovered. Additionally, a comparative analysis of the results from 

standardized tests taken after the implementation of the study may also be beneficial.  

The second implication for future research would be conducting a similar study, 

but extending the AI approach to include students. Engaging students in the process of AI 

could confirm existing themes and uncover additional themes about instructional and 

assessment practices that engage students while providing invaluable insights from the 

perspective of students. Consequently, a study that included students would enrich the 

themes that emerged from the study by fostering opportunities for teachers and students 

to engage in generative conversations and forge meaningful relationships with each other. 

Furthermore, a study including the students would engage them in the generative 

processes that emerged from the original study: generative empowerment, generative 

thinking, and generative meaning. Once again, this would lead students and teachers to 

deeper and more meaningful generative outcomes.  
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Summary of the Study 

 This qualitative action research design explored instructional and assessment 

practices that engage students and enhance opportunities for student learning. Through an 

AI approach, participants engaged in the first three phases the AI 4D model (Discovery, 

Dream, and Design). Careful analysis of the data collected produced five salient themes 

related to the research questions that guided the research: What generative instructional 

and assessment practices exist in the language arts classroom to facilitate student learning 

and engagement? 

 Based on the findings during the study, participants created Five Pillars of 

Collective Commitment. These collective commitments were further scrutinized 

alongside the data to uncover five Generative Learning Processes that acted as the 

foundation for the proposed framework for promoting generative instructional and 

assessment practices which enhance student learning and engagement: (a) generative 

relationships (b) generative meaning (c) generative thinking (d) generative conversation 

and (e) generative empowerment. These Generative Learning Processes provide the 

foundation for generative instruction and assessment which enhances student learning 

and engagement. They are the basis of the proposed framework, derived as a result of this 

study, which seeks to offer an alternative to high-stakes testing and prescriptive teaching 

and learning. It is from these Generative Learning Processes that instructional and 

assessment practices can be created to empower teachers and students as leaders of their 

own learning. Additionally, these generative processes serve as the catalyst for producing 

deeper Generative Learning Outcomes.  
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In closing, the discoveries that were made and the dreams that were created 

during this AI qualitative study, set the stage for true education reform at the heart of 

where teaching and learning begin- the classroom. From these discoveries, we can begin 

to pioneer new educational practices and ensure student learning and success, and 

ultimately change the state of education for the better. 
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Appendix B 

Creighton University Institutional Review Board 
2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178   

Phone: 402-280-2126  Fax: 402-280-4766 
Campus Address: Criss I, Room 104 

Email: irb@creighton.edu 
 
 
September 3, 2017 
 
 
Dear Participant: 
 
You are invited to participate in an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) study. AI is an action-
research methodology that focuses on discovering effective instructional and assessment 
practices that are highly engaging and empowering for students as independent learners. 
This study will consist of one fifteen-minute introductory meeting and two forty-five 
minute interactive sessions in which collaborative groups will be used to examine 
instructional and assessment practices that could be utilized in the language arts 
classroom.  
 
Your participation in this AI study is voluntary and you may withdraw from it at any 
time. Additionally, your comments from the interviews and the co-created narratives will 
remain confidential and anonymous. All data collected will be recorded and reported in 
non-identifiable ways. 
 
This AI study creates opportunities to recognize and highlight effective instructional and 
assessment practices for your campus. Additionally, it presents opportunities to work 
collaboratively to imagine and create innovative instructional and assessment practices 
for your students. There will be no compensation for your participation in this study; 
however, time allotted from participation in this study may be utilized as part of your 
yearly required professional development hours. 
 
Should you have any question regarding the research, please contact Shayne Horan at 
832-331-6767. You may also contact the Institutional Review Board at 402-280-2126 for 
questions about your rights as a participant in this research study. 
 
Sincerely 
 
 
 
Shayne Horan 
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Appendix C  
 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research 
study, and to make that decision without any pressure from the people 
who are conducting the research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time 
after you begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to 
you, and what you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the 
study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the 
study and whether you will be compensated for participating in the 
study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you 
and how your confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about 
research-related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you 
have. 

To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-
related injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment. 
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Appendix D 
 

BIS’s Best Interview Questions 
 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Date: 
 

1. Talk to me about what led you to the teaching profession and what you love about 
being a teacher. 

 
 

2. Tell me about one of your most memorable moments as a teacher, a time when 
you were most proud of yourself and at your best as a teacher. Tell me what you 
were doing that made it so memorable.  

 
 

3. Tell me about a time when your students were on the edge of their seats and 
completely involved in a language arts activity or lesson. What were they doing 
that kept them so engaged? What were you doing? How did you know they were 
engaged? What do you think it was that made it such a great learning experience 
for them? 

 
 

 
4. What are the best language arts assessment tools you have ever used in your 

classroom that help track student progress and guide your instructional practices? 
What about them makes them so great or useful? What are the students doing 
during these assessments? What are you doing? How do you know they are 
getting the information?  
 
 
 
 

5. Tell me about a time when one of your students could not wait to share something 
they had just learned. How did they act when they told you? What was your 
reaction? Why do you think it was such a great learning experience for them? 
How did you feel at the time? 
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Appendix E 

Interview Summary Sheet 
 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Date: 
 
 

1. What was the most appreciative quotable quote that came out of this interview? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What was the most compelling story that came out of this interview? What details 
and examples did the interviewee share? How were the interviewee and/or others 
changed by the story? 

 
 
 
 
 

3. What was the most life-giving moment of the interview for you as a listener? 

 
 
 

4. Did a particularly intriguing “golden innovation” emerge during the interview? If 
so, describe what you learned about it, including who is doing it and where.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What three themes stood out most for you during the interview? 
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Appendix F 

Co-Creating the Dream Activity  
 
Team Members: 
Date: 
 

I. You have just awakened after being asleep for five years. Your dreams for the 
perfect classroom learning environment for your students has come true. 

 
a. If anything imaginable were possible with no obstacles or constraints, 

what would your language arts lessons look like to optimize learning and 
engagement for all of you students?  

 
b. What would be the ideal atmosphere for your classroom look like?  

 
 

c. How would you keep your students completely engaged in learning and on 
the edge of their seats to learn?   
 

 
d. What would you be doing to keep your students excited about learning? 

 
 

II. The way we assess students has changed dramatically since your five-year nap. 
 

a. If you had the opportunity to create a new fun and exciting assessment 
tool that would demonstrate what your students have learned, what would 
it look like?  

 
b. How would you make the assessment more fun or exciting? 

 
c. What would the students be doing 

 
III. After your five year sleep, you now have a chance to improve anything you want 

to make instruction and assessment the most amazing thing you can imagine. 

 
a. Finally, if you had one wish to improve or enhance teaching and 

assessment practices in your classroom, what would it be? The sky is the 
limit 
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Appendix H  
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