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Abstract 
 
This evaluation study had three main aims: 1) to examine how an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 

Summit can be used to promote First Year Experience (FYE) instructors’ sense of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness within the context of the FYE program at a community college; 2) 

to examine how an AI Summit might guide FYE program development; and 3) to examine how 

and in what ways an AI Summit might influence FYE instructors’ intent to act on the 

recommendations that result from this approach to program development. Instructors teaching 

the FYE course at a community college in the Southeastern United States were invited to 

participate in an AI Summit and subsequent individual follow-up interviews. Multiple methods 

of data collection were employed, including pre- and post-AI Summit questionnaires, small and 

large group activities, and post-AI Summit individual interviews. Study findings indicate that the 

AI Summit approach promotes FYE instructors’ sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

and that the AI Summit is an effective approach to FYE program development, one that does 

influence FYE instructors’ intent to act on summit recommendations. Implications for 

organizations and scholarly practice are discussed, as well as recommendations for future study.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

I have worked with and for the students and instructors of my institution for over twelve 

years. Our students come to this institution for many reasons, and with many hopes and dreams, 

but one constant I have discovered is that our students come with a desire to create a meaningful 

life for themselves and their families. I believe that our instructors choose to teach at our 

institution because they desire to help our students make meaning and achieve their educational 

goals, while also recognizing that student success does not look the same for every student. I 

have watched students who struggled to transition to our college environment suddenly find their 

place and a sense of belonging once they took steps to integrate into the academic and social life 

of our community. I have visited classrooms and listened as instructors gently and 

compassionately led their students on a path of self-discovery and witnessed the “ah-ha!” 

moment when a student finally makes the connection between their dreams and a career 

pathway. This study is borne out of a desire to support the instructors who work with our new 

students, meet them where they are, guide them as they chart a unique course, and plan for their 

future, as well as serve as cultural navigators as they figure out what it means to be a student at 

this institution.  

Background of the Study 

In spring 2018, my institution created a First Year Experience (FYE) Steering Committee 

to develop a new FYE course. The purpose of the FYE Steering Committee was to implement 

high impact practices that enhance student learning and support by redesigning the college’s 

student success course and embedding it in the Associate in Arts program of study. Ultimately, 
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the Steering Committee designed IDS 1107 Strategies for the Pursuit of Knowledge to be the 

FYE course, combining core knowledge of general education with co-curricular programming 

and services to enhance the student experience and facilitate a successful transition to college 

and academic success (see Appendix A for a sample IDS 1107 syllabus). Sections of IDS 1107 

have an enrollment cap of 25 students per section. This relatively small class size allows the 

instructor and students to build rapport with one another. Many IDS 1107 classes participate in 

service-learning activities as a group or attend other campus events together and the small class 

size helps facilitate these activities. Of note, IDS 1107 curriculum was created specifically for 

the students of this institution. This work was tied to the institution’s 2017-2020 collegewide 

Strategic Plan, particularly strategic priority one, to provide a student-centered education (FSCJ, 

2017). In November 2019, the Curriculum Committee at the institution approved IDS 1107 to be 

the required First Year Experience course for incoming Associate in Arts students beginning in 

fall 2020. With the new FYE course requirement in place, the Steering Committee created a 

framework to train and credential instructors to teach the FYE course. As this is a new program 

and new course at this institution, approximately 80 FYE instructors were recruited and trained. 

The institution has a vested interest in retaining and supporting these FYE instructors so that 

they, in turn, can work to support and retain our new students.   

The original FYE instructor training process was a four-hour face-to-face training session 

facilitated by a full-time professor who was involved in the curriculum development for IDS 

1107. Additionally, the college created an Academic Department Coordinator position for FYE. 

This was a brand-new position at the college, created to help build a comprehensive FYE 

program, coordinate co-curricular programming and services, and support FYE instructors. I 

served in this Academic Department Coordinator position and joined the FYE Steering 
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Committee in part to evaluate how the institution can support FYE instructors. In fall 2021, I was 

selected to be the first Department Chair for FYE at this institution, and currently serve in this 

role. While my position title has changed, my mission has not; I continue to work toward a 

sustainable FYE program, while also supporting our FYE instructors.  

The Problem of Practice 

There is considerable research to document the efficacy and value of first-year experience 

courses as they relate to a student’s sense of belonging, social and academic integration, 

retention, and college completion. Additionally, there is a body of research related to best 

practices and integral components of a first-year experience course. However, the focus of these 

studies was the impact of FYE courses on student outcomes. There is little empirical research 

regarding how institutions support and motivate FYE instructors. These instructors walk 

alongside their students in ways that are specifically unique to FYE course curriculum. Not only 

are we asking FYE instructors to teach students the core general education components of the 

course – metacognition, time management, information literacy, for example – but we are also 

asking these instructors to assume the role of mentor, life coach, guide, and student success 

advocate.  

Self-determination theory tells us that when individuals’ basic psychological needs for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met, that they report higher levels of engagement and 

intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Having these three basic needs met leads to optimal 

functioning and a person’s natural propensity for growth, integration, and constructive social 

development and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). FYE instructors who feel that their basic 

psychological needs are met, who then experience higher levels of engagement, may be in a 

better position to meet the expectations we have for them in the FYE classroom. 
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Purpose of Study 

The First Year Experience (FYE) program at this institution is the culmination of a 

collaborative effort from instructors, administrators, and staff dedicated to providing new 

students a college-credit course and related programming designed to facilitate their success in 

higher education. It is the vision of the FYE Advisory Committee to offer a FYE course that 

prepares students for a successful transition to college and integration into the life of the 

institution. At this institution, I serve as the Department Chair for FYE; I support the instructors 

who teach the course, and I coordinate with other departments in the college to provide FYE 

programming, workshops, and events. I am also the chair of the FYE Advisory Committee and a 

member of the IDS/SLS Council (the instructor governance group for the FYE course).  

As the institution continues to develop a sustainable FYE program, I want to evaluate 

what we are currently doing to support these unique instructors and make programmatic 

recommendations about how we can fully support and motivate our FYE instructors so that they 

can positively impact our students’ sense of belonging, integration into the life of our institution, 

as well as their retention and graduation. As we continue to grow our FYE program, it is 

important to me that the development approach we use honors the collaborative work that has 

happened thus far. It is also important that we maintain a group of engaged FYE instructors. As a 

required course, we need to provide enough sections of the FYE course to meet the enrollment 

needs of our new A.A. students.  To that end, the purpose of this study was to use an 

Appreciative Inquiry Summit as a mechanism for program development, focusing on how to 

support and motivate the First Year Experience instructors who teach this course. 

Appreciative Inquiry is a participatory approach to program development. In this study, 

FYE instructors were invited to share their teaching experiences and collaborate on an action 
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plan for developing institutional support and resources to enhance their FYE teaching 

experience. The results of the Appreciative Inquiry Summit will serve as a catalyst for 

programmatic reflection, with the hope that recommendations were developed for supporting 

FYE instructors at this institution.    

Evaluation Questions 

This evaluative study was guided by the following evaluation questions: 

1. How can an Appreciative Inquiry Summit promote FYE instructors’ sense of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness within the First Year Experience program at a community 

college? 

2. How can an Appreciative Inquiry Summit guide FYE program development at a 

community college? 

3. How can an Appreciative Inquiry Summit influence instructors’ intent to act on the 

recommendations that result from this approach to program development? 

Overview of Study Design 

This evaluation study used the process of appreciative inquiry viewed through the lens of 

improvement science. The results of this study will serve as a catalyst for programmatic 

reflection, including recommendations for action to be developed to support FYE instructors at 

the institution. This approach to program development was purposefully selected because the 

process of appreciative inquiry is inclusive and collaborative (Barrett & Fry, 2008). The journey 

to a required FYE course at this institution has been a group effort from the beginning, and I 

wanted to honor the collaborative nature of this project by embedding appreciative inquiry into 

this next phase of FYE development. This evaluation study provided the institution with the 

analysis, evaluation, and recommendations necessary to better understand what the institution is 
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doing that facilitates FYE instructor motivation and support. Evaluation dissertations provide 

researchers with a relevant methodology to address problems of practice in their specific field, 

while adding value and meaning to the developing knowledge of the researcher and research site 

(Costley & Fulton, 2019). This evaluation study examined the process of facilitating an 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Summit with FYE instructors to explore teaching experiences and co-

create recommendations for program development using small and large group activities 

embedded in the AI Summit.  

Appreciate inquiry has been described “as a cooperative search for the best in people, 

their organizations, and the world around them” (MacCoy, 2014). Appreciative inquiry as a 

participatory program development tool allowed the current study to build on the strengths of an 

existing program and create support for programmatic improvement. Through appreciative 

inquiry, facilitators use appreciative questions, reframing and generativity to create 

recommendations for improvement (MaCoy, 2014). This evaluation study used the 5-D 

intervention model associated with Appreciative Inquiry, which was facilitated through an 

Appreciative Inquiry Summit. The AI Summit began with the first “D,” define, an opportunity to 

define the subject of inquiry and the project’s purpose and overall plan as this drives the 

remaining pieces of the 4-D cycle. The Summit then continued with a cycle of discovery 

(appreciating the best of what is), dream (imagining what could be), design (determining what 

should be), and destiny (co-creating what will be). Each cycle was designed to be collaborative 

and included extensive group work and conversation, yet the process remains fluid enough to 

allow the organization using the approach to adapt it in a way that meets their contextual needs 

(Cantore, 2017). As this study sought to build a system of support for FYE instructors, this 



7 

collaborative appreciative inquiry process provided a mechanism for creating meaningful 

instructor support. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

• Community College: Regionally accredited institutions that primarily award the 

Associates Degree but may also include colleges that offer a limited number of 

baccalaureate degrees (American Association of Community Colleges, 2019).  

• Co-curricular: Events, activities, and other learning experiences that take place outside 

of the classroom and add value and meaning to a student’s academic program and 

journey.   

• Credentialing Process: This process entails packaging the potential instructor’s 

transcripts, a letter of support from the academic dean, a teaching application, the 

credentialing matrix detailing qualifications to teach a particular course, and approval 

from Human Resources. The credentialing process must be completed before the 

institution can assign a course to an instructor.  

• First-time-in-college: A student who is attending a postsecondary institution for the first 

time. This does not include dual-enrollment students.  

• First Year Experience (FYE): FYE “represents a comprehensive, coordinated, and 

wide-reaching effort designed to support first-year student success” (Young, 2017, p.12). 

At this institution, the FYE course is one component of this coordinated effort of 

programs and events packaged as the First Year Experience. Other components include 

co-curricular programming and connection to campus and college resources.  

• FYE course: At this institution, the FYE course is IDS 1107 Strategies for the Pursuit of 

Knowledge. This course provides a deep knowledge of the Associate in Arts degree at 
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this institution, an understanding of student success strategies, and includes co-curricular 

activities specific to the institution (FSCJ, 2019).  

• Instructor: Instructor is an umbrella term for the full-time faculty, adjuncts teaching for 

other departments, new adjuncts, as well as college staff who teach our FYE course. 

• Retention: “Percent of the credential-seeking students enrolled in the fall term who re-

enrolled the following fall term (unduplicated)” (FSCJ, 2017, p. 5).  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  

This study was delimited to a sample of participants who taught during the fall 2021 

academic term at the institution where the evaluation study occurred. Instructors teaching the 

FYE course at the institution during the fall 2021 term were invited to patriciate in the AI 

Summit as well as follow-up semi-structured interviews related to this evaluation study. This 

study excluded all other non-participating FYE instructors. 

Study Limitations 

There are a few important limitations to this evaluation study. First, this study included a 

small, purposeful sample of participants as a subsection of the larger population who met 

inclusion criteria for this study. Although this small sample size limits generalizability to other 

institutional contexts, this study primarily sought to improve instructor support in a specific 

setting. Any recommendations brought forward would need to be modified prior to application in 

a different setting. Additionally, this study was an evaluation study using appreciative inquiry, 

and collected data from participants through semi-structured interviews, small and large group 

activities, and document analysis. Finally, I am the evaluator, and I also serve as an administrator 

at the institution involved in this evaluation study. I am primarily responsible for supporting 

instructors teaching this FYE course. I took necessary precautions to reduce potential bias and 
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aim for the transparency and trustworthiness of study findings. Furthermore, my multiple 

identities including first generation college student, White, and female, as well as my role as the 

coordinator for the FYE course, may have impacted participants’ perceptions of me and the 

information they shared with me during data collection.  

Summary 

 As my institution continues to create a sustainable FYE program, it is important that we 

take the time to evaluate what we are doing to facilitate the success of our FYE course. If, as an 

institution, we are saying that we believe this experience is critical to the transition of our new 

students, are we living out those values in how we teach the course and in how we support the 

instructors who are signing on to walk this journey with our students? In learning about the 

teaching experience and program development ideas through the Appreciative Inquiry Summit, 

can we identify how to move forward and create a sustainable and meaningful FYE experience 

for our students? At the conclusion of this evaluation study, recommendations will be made to 

the FYE Advisory Committee and other stakeholders at the institution for the purpose of 

programmatic reflection and action steps for providing FYE instructor support at this institution. 

Additionally, this study and subsequent recommendations may be of value to other community 

colleges interested in the motivation and support of the First Year Experience instructor.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 
Introduction and Organization of the Review 

 In many ways, the First Year Experience (FYE) course is a student’s introduction to the 

institution and the FYE instructor has a role to play in the student’s first impression of college 

life. Studies related to FYE programs have reviewed the programmatic elements that best support 

community college student success. While FYE programs vary widely, some of the core 

components are dedicated instructors, programs that promote access and academic excellence, 

and programs that celebrate the distinct culture at the institution in a way that fosters connection 

(Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 2016). At this institution, we expect our instructors to provide 

students with assignments that require students to foster relationships with the college 

community, to explore education and career goals, and to discover their own intrinsic motivation 

for attending college. We ask our instructors to motivate and support our first-year students, and 

as a department, we are curious to explore how we might motivate and support these very 

important instructors. Our instructors are critical to the success of FYE courses, and our 

department is deeply invested in supporting and retaining effective FYE instructors. This 

literature review will be viewed through the lens of self-determination theory as a framework for 

instructor motivation and support. The purpose of this review is to explore what self-

determination theory tells us about individual and contextual factors that promote motivation and 

well-being; the ways in which appreciative inquiry supports the principles of self-determination 

theory, and what this theory and this approach might offer an institution striving to strengthen 

and sustain a new and innovative program.  



11 

 

Self-Determination Theory 

To explore the concepts of motivation and support relative to FYE instructors, I begin 

with a review of self-determination theory (SDT). Self-determination theory, a motivational 

meta-theory, is used to explore the social-contextual conditions that support self-motivation and 

well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The theory has two core assumptions; first, that individuals 

possess a natural tendency toward psychological growth and well-being, and second, that they 

have a natural tendency toward integration, or the degree to which human behaviors and 

experiences are integrated provide a foundation for a sense of self (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Stroet, 

Opdenakker, & Minnaert, 2013). An important tenet of self-determination theory is the belief 

that individuals are rooted in social environments that can either support or thwart their basic 

needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Deci and Ryan (2000) describe autonomy as a 

“feeling of volition” that accompanies an act or task (p. 74) – to feel as if one has control, and 

that to some degree the act is voluntary or self-selected. This sense of choice can be felt and 

experienced during any task, including individual and group tasks. Deci and Ryan (2000) point 

to studies that show a connection between autonomy and relatedness, confirming that self-

determination theory does not associate autonomy with individualism.  According to Deci and 

Ryan (2000), relatedness is “the need to feel belongingness and connectedness with others” (p. 

73), and competence refers to a need for one’s behaviors and tasks to be effectively enacted, that 

one has done a good job. Self-determination theory suggests that meeting these three needs 

positively impacts one’s intrinsic motivation. Deci and Ryan (2000) discuss intrinsic motivation 

as self-motivation, authentic motivation, and that internal natural tendency to seek, explore, and 

learn. In reviewing literature regarding self-determination theory within the work context, it is 
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evident that employees desire to have their needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy met 

in the context of a work environment.  

 Within the work context, the support of basic psychological needs often begins with an 

administrator or authority figure who assumes the viewpoint of the employee and seeks to foster 

their autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Niemiec & Spencer, 2017).  A needs-supportive 

administrator works to incorporate an employee’s thoughts and feelings regarding supporting 

their needs within the workplace environment (Niemiec & Spencer, 2017). Administrators can 

provide structure communicated through an autonomy-supportive way, which can foster 

autonomy (Niemiec & Spencer, 2017).  Administrators can also ask open-ended questions 

designed to solicit an employee’s thoughts or perspective, which can bolster a sense of 

competence (Niemiec & Spencer, 2017). Additionally, administrators can create a non-

judgmental and inclusive work climate, which can foster a sense of relatedness (Niemiec & 

Spencer, 2017). One key conclusion from Niemiec and Spencer is that needs-supportive 

management is associated with optimal motivation among employees, and that this is also 

associated with employees’ psychological and physical well-being, persistence, social 

integration, and higher performance in the workplace (Niemiec & Spencer, 2017). While 

Niemiec and Spencer discuss the work context general terms, the concepts are applicable to a 

higher education work environment. Instructors are employees, hired to teach college students 

and perform other duties related to the mission and vision of the college. Higher education 

administrators serve as managers for instructors, and therefore have the potential to create an 

environment that supports instructors’ basic psychological needs.   

According to self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), an employee’s motivation 

can range from amotivation (a lack of intention to act) to intrinsic motivation (or active 
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commitment), depending on whether or how their basic psychological needs are met. Self-

determination theory suggests that there is a range of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, 

regulatory styles, perceived loci of causality and corresponding processes that impact the degree 

to which behavior is either self-determined or nonself-determined (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These 

different reactions reflect differing degrees to which the value of the requested behavior has been 

internalized and integrated and reflects the degree to which the motivation is emanating from a 

place of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This self-determination continuum suggests 

that the social context (e.g., a higher education work environment) can shape an instructor’s 

motivation and needs satisfaction.  

Needs-Supportive Contexts 

Needs-supportive contexts have been introduced in the literature as an extension of self-

determination theory (Stroet et al., 2015) and are relevant to managing in the higher education 

work context. Stroet et al., (2015) suggest three dimensions of needs support – autonomy 

support, structure, and involvement. Although the review focused on the effects of needs support 

teaching in teaching at the secondary level, the dimensions of needs support may have 

implications for the higher education context and might be viewed through the lens of 

administrators and instructors.  Autonomy support is defined as providing the individual with 

choice, when the support fosters relevance, and when the individual is shown respect (Stroet et 

al., 2015). One example of autonomy support related to FYE instructors is providing instructors 

with the freedom to decide which assignments to include in their course. An FYE course has pre-

determined student learning outcomes, but autonomy support could allow the instructor to make 

their own meaningful connections between required course outcomes and how they teach and 

assess students. The dimension of structure is associated with the need for competence and 
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includes providing clarity, guidance, encouragement, and informational feedback (Stroet et al., 

2015). An institution might offer structure to FYE instructors through an administrative syllabus 

review, providing guidance, and feedback for FYE course syllabi. The third dimension, 

involvement, is associated with the need for relatedness and the desire to form strong 

interpersonal relationships (Stroet et al., 2015). An institution might foster involvement by 

encouraging participation in an FYE instructor governance group or Advisory Committee. For 

optimal motivation, all three dimensions must be supported by administrators and felt by the 

instructor.  

Expanding the SDT Framework 

In self-determination theory, both satisfaction and frustration of psychological needs (i.e., 

autonomy, competence, relatedness) are considered key indicators of an individual’s well-being 

and problem behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Recent research examining the need for autonomy 

suggests expanding need states from two to three; need satisfaction, need frustration, and need 

dissatisfaction (Cheon et al., 2019). Cheon et al. (2019) proposed a third state, need 

dissatisfaction, in the context of their study of learning environments. The study suggests that 

students enter the learning environment with an intrinsic need for autonomy and the status of this 

need is largely dependent on what happens, based on the environmental conditions of classroom. 

Is the teacher and learning environment supportive, controlling, or indifferent of individuals’ 

need for autonomy? Need satisfaction occurs when one’s need for autonomy is met, the 

conditions are primed for intrinsic motivation, and they are ready to engage (Cheon et al., 2019). 

Need frustration occurs when social or environmental conditions thwart individuals’ need for 

autonomy, conditions are not primed for intrinsic motivation, and one feels pressure or control 

from outside forces (Cheon et al., 2019). Need dissatisfaction is proposed by Cheon et al. as a 
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new and separate third state and occurs when there is a sense of indifference – that the 

environment and social conditions are neither actively supporting or suppressing autonomy, and 

the result is a diminished ability to engage and be intrinsically motivated.  

 To test the concept of a third needs state, Cheon et al. (2019) conducted a study to assess 

students’ perceived autonomy satisfaction, frustration, and dissatisfaction and how these three 

needs either increased or decreased as a teacher provided various levels of autonomy-supportive 

learning environments within the context of a Korean physical education courses in 25 middle 

schools and 12 high schools. The study took place over the course of a semester and included 37 

teacher-participants and 2,770 student-participants assigned to either a control group (“practice 

as usual” teaching) or the experimental group (autonomy-supportive teaching). Study 

measurements included the Learning Climate Questionnaire to assess autonomy-supportive 

teaching, the Perceived Autonomy scale to assess needs satisfaction, and the Psychological Need 

Thwarting Scale to assess need frustration, all questionnaires validated and used in previous 

empirical studies (Cheon et al., 2019). Cheon et al. found support for the expansion of the SDT 

framework and showed that need-dissatisfaction led to distinctive differences in classroom 

disengagement. In their study, both the structural equation model analysis and the measurement 

model showed student-participants were able to make reliable differences in their experiences of 

autonomy satisfaction, frustration, and dissatisfaction (Cheon et al., 2019).These findings 

provide a fuller understanding of the impact of the social environment on the psychological need 

for autonomy and may have important implications for need intervention practices, especially as 

we consider the impact of needs satisfaction on a student’s classroom engagement and level of 

intrinsic motivation. While this study focused on secondary P.E. courses, the notion of three 
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distinct needs satisfaction states is helpful as instructors consider pedagogical methods that are 

engaging and supportive.  

Need-Supportive Managing  

Similar to examining how educators promote an autonomy-supportive environment for 

students, it is important to investigate how administrators within higher education institutions 

support the basic psychological needs of instructors. How can administrators harness their role as 

social partners to foster and meet the needs of their instructors? An administrator’s motivating 

style, the use of respectful inquiry, and a training intervention framework point to three ways that 

managers can become more need-supportive and in turn, promote instructor motivation.  

Motivating Style 

 Motivating style refers to one’s recurring pattern and orientation toward control or 

autonomy (Reeve, 2016). While there are a variety of styles and needs – just like there are a 

variety of managers and employees – Reeves notes that there are shared practices among all 

motivating styles oriented toward autonomy support.  In general, a motivating style that is 

autonomy supportive cultivates an employees’ inner (intrinsic) motivation resources (Deci & 

Ryan, 1895; Reeves et al., 2004). On the flip side, a motivating style could also be described as 

controlling, describing the behaviors of administrators or supervisors who apply outside pressure 

to employees through incentives, deadlines, or other means of providing a lack of choice for the 

employee (Kanat-Maymon et al., 2017).  

One meta-analytic review of perceived autonomy support in the workplace defined leader 

autonomy support as a collection of behaviors that are theorized to foster employee intrinsic 

motivation (Gavin et al., 2018). The meta-analysis reviewed 72 sources reporting data from 83 

unique samples and 32, 870 participants.  The Schmidt and Hunter psychometric meta-analytic 
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method was used to conduct the analysis (Gavin et al., 2018). Findings from the study suggest a 

motivating style that is autonomy-supportive is linked to work-related employee outcomes such 

as job satisfaction, commitment, and engagement (Gavin et al., 2018). Literature suggests that a 

motivating style is teachable, and interventions that teach others to adopt a more autonomy-

supportive style will be discussed later in this paper. One conclusion to draw from literature 

regarding motivating style is that the benefits from an autonomy-supportive motivating style are 

potentially widespread and important for both the administrator and employee, or instructor. 

Respectful Inquiry: Leading Through Questions and Listening 

 Managing the motivation of employees is a core responsibility of managers, and one that 

cannot be fulfilled without the use of key communication skills (Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 

2018). While common sense and popular leadership recommendations would suggest a link 

between communication and motivation, Van Quaquebeke and Felps believe this to be an 

undertheorized field. In their article, they address this gap by defining a technique called 

“respectful inquiry” and offering this technique as a critical delivery method for needs 

satisfaction. Van Quaquebeke and Felps (2018) define respectful inquiry as “the 

multidimensional construct of asking questions in an open way and subsequently listening 

attentively” (p. 6).  These three building blocks of respectful inquiry – asking questions, asking 

open-ended questions, and attentive listening – may satisfy the basic psychological needs of 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018). Asking open-ended 

questions can support employee’s autonomy by relinquishing control of the conversation and 

providing space for the employee to share their perspective. Respectful inquiry can also support 

an employee’s competence as it sends the message that the leader values the employee’s opinion 

and can provide opportunities for the employee to share their competencies through 
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conversation. This technique can also support the need for relatedness, as active listening and 

open-ended questions promote a bi-directional conversation that can pave the way for 

relationship-building. Respectful inquiry sends three important messages to the employee: you 

have control, you are competent, and you belong here (Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018). These 

messages align with the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness found in 

self-determination theory.  

 Research suggests that when leaders utilize respectful inquiry, and their followers’ needs 

are met, and this may lead to increased employee retention and performance. Of interest, leaders 

are more likely to engage in respectful inquiry when their own psychological needs are being 

met (Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018). When needs are met, positive relationships are fostered. 

When needs are not met or are thwarted by other conditions (i.e., a control-oriented 

organization), negative relationships and unmet needs may be experienced by the individual.  

Instructor Support Resources 

 To expand upon the idea of needs-satisfaction for FYE instructors, there are valuable 

internal or personal resources, organizational resources, and proven interventions to guide 

instructors’ work with students.  The combine use of these support resources may meet the needs 

of instructors and lead to an instructor reporting a sense of empowerment and engagement 

(Branand & Nakamura, 2017). When instructors perceive that their needs are met, when they are 

empowered and engaged, they are most equipped to empower and engage students. “In short, 

engaged, happy teachers foster engaged, happy students” (Branand & Nakamura, 2017, p. 1606).  

Internal or Personal Resources 

Research has explored the internal resources that support the work of instructors. Internal 

or personal resources are those inner qualities that help one to adapt, change, and meet demands 
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(Hobfoll, 2002). Internal qualities such as optimism, resilience, and other character strengths 

such as gratitude, have all been shown to have a valuable impact on instructor well-being 

(Branand & Nakamura, 2017). One quantitative study examined the relationship between the 

subjective well-being, orientations to happiness, and the internal resources of gratitude and 

forgiveness among 145 Chinese in-service teachers enrolled in graduate school (Chan, 2013). 

Participants completed a questionnaire based on five widely accepted and validated measurement 

tools. Results of the study indicate that subjective well-being and the internal resources of 

gratitude and forgiveness were substantially correlated, and that the internal resources of 

gratitude and forgiveness predicted subjective well-being above orientations to happiness (Chan, 

2013). While generalization may be limited due to the small sample size, the results appear to 

validate the importance of internal resources for teachers. Cross-cultural studies of character 

strengths in China and the UK show that these internal resources significantly predict teacher 

satisfaction and positive affect (Branand & Nakamura, 2017). Additionally, teachers with high 

levels of optimism and resilience tend to recognize organizational resources and act on 

opportunities for professional development in order to make sure that their needs are met 

(Branda & Nakamura, 2017).  The mindset of engagement is another inner quality shown to 

influence a teacher’s approach to work, performance and the meaning they attach to their 

profession (Branda & Nakamura, 2017). Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti and Xanthopoulu (2007) 

define the mindset of engagement to be a positive, fulfilling, work-related attitude characterized 

by vigor, dedication, and absorption.  

Organizational Resources 

Engaged and motivated instructors who are equipped to positively impact the lives of 

college students often have administrators and institutions that support their basic needs and 
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provide resources to meet the challenges of teaching in ways that promote optimal functioning 

(Branand & Nakamura, 2017). Examples of organizational resources include a supportive work 

climate where teachers perceive that they have autonomy and opportunities for professional 

development (Branda & Nakamura, 2017). One study of Turkish schoolteachers assessed 

teachers’ perception of the quality of life at their schools. Results indicated that a teacher’s 

psychological well-being was predicted by their perceptions of the administration, the 

curriculum, colleagues, and perceived administrative support (Cenkseven-Onder & Sari, 2009). 

Another study of Chinese university professors indicated that organizational climate was a strong 

predictor of instructor job satisfaction (Branand & Nakamura, 2017). Other organizational 

factors such as staff-professor relationships, goal orientation, leadership and shared vision impact 

instructor engagement and commitment levels (Zhu, Devos, & Li, 2011). Together these studies 

highlight the potential impact of organizational resources, suggesting that what institutions do, 

what they value, and how they are perceived to support (or not support) instructors impacts the 

role of the instructor, as well as their job performance and satisfaction. 

Interventions  

Research shows the potential value of interventions as another way that institutions can 

meet the needs of instructors. In this section, autonomy supportive intervention programs are 

reviewed and offered as an avenue to promote need-supportive programs and enhance instructor 

motivation. Research indicates that people can be taught how to be more autonomy-supportive 

(Reeve & Cheon, 2021). Using an intervention-based experimental design, Hardre and Reeves 

(2009) conducted an intervention program with 25 managers and 169 of their employees. The 

training intervention consisted of a five-week program with a group-delivered training session 

about how to support autonomy, a group-delivered question and answer session to refine how 
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managers can support autonomy, and individual study booklet (Hardre & Reeves, 2009). Hardre 

and Reeves (2009) found that the training intervention helped the manager-participants practice 

autonomy-supportive strategies, including noncontrolling language, how to provide explanations 

and rationale to employees, and how to recognize and respond to employees’ negative 

affectivity. The results of the intervention indicated that managers can adopt an autonomy-

supportive motivating style toward employees when provided with appropriate training 

experiences. The results also indicated that manager-participants showed evidence of changing 

their management approach from controlling to a more needs-supportive approach (Hardre & 

Reeves, 2009). However, this study only indicated a surface-level implementation of autonomy-

supportive management strategies and results did not indicate a long-term or deep effect on 

employees’ intrinsic motivation. Additional studies are needed that examine autonomy-

supportive intervention programs, explore different work contexts, as well as include larger 

sample sizes and a longitudinal approach may provide further application of this type of 

intervention. While this study was conducted at a Fortune 500 company, the findings may have 

implications for higher education institutions interested instructor motivation and needs-support.  

An Emerging Positive Approach to Organizational Change 

 Appreciative Inquiry is an organizational development intervention that embodies the 

importance of the basic needs stated in SDT. For the purposes of this review, an organization is 

defined as “an organized group of people with a particular purpose” (Cantore, 2017, p. 935). 

This definition is important when considering the current organizational development 

opportunity for the FYE program at this institution. This study will evaluate how this institution 

used an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Summit as an organizational development approach for 
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strengthening its new FYE program. The participants of the AI summit will be an organized 

group of people with a particular purpose.  

Appreciative Inquiry is an emerging positive approach to organizational change (Cantore, 

2017).  The field of positive organizational change is marked by the usage of positive language 

(as a contradiction to the language of some traditional problem-solving methods), a future-

orientation rather than backward-looking orientation when considering change, and typically 

provokes a response from the organization or community (Cantore, 2017). Positive 

organizational change is an under-researched area of organizational development (Cantore, 

2017). As an emerging approach in an under-researched field, there is little published empirical 

research about Appreciative Inquiry. However, Powley, Fry, Barrett, and Bright (2004) 

commented that the processes of Appreciative Inquiry “create spaces that intrinsically motivate 

people to assume more task responsibility for the incorporation of change” (p. 77). This section 

provides a discussion of Appreciative Inquiry as an organizational development method, 

including the underlying assumptions of AI, examples of its uses, limitations, and benefits.  

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 

 Appreciative Inquiry may serve as an approach that supports the basic assumptions of 

SDT, as well as provide a mechanism for fostering autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Traditional organizational development methods often focus on identifying a “problem” or 

deficit to overcome, or an initiative or program to be made “better” somehow through the use of 

root cause analysis, identifying pros and cons, brainstorming, and other mechanisms to arrive at 

an action plan. Appreciative Inquiry offers a strengths-based alternative to traditional 

organizational development or problem-solving methods, as it begins with the assumption that an 

organization is a “solution to be embraced” rather than a “problem to be solved” (Cooperrider, 
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Whitney, & Stavros, 2008). David Cooperrider, along with his faculty advisor Suresh Srivastva, 

is credited with the creation of Appreciative Inquiry as an organizational development 

intervention and research method when he was a doctoral student at Case Western Reserve 

University in the 1980s (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; MacCoy, 2014; Whitney & Trosten-

Bloom, 2010). Since its creation, and as it has continued to develop, Appreciative inquiry (AI) is 

often described as the cooperative search for the best in people, our systems, our organizations, 

and the world around us. Barrett and Fry (2008) call an Appreciative Inquiry approach a “way of 

being…as a leader…a colleague…a change agent, a team leader, a project manager, a teacher, 

employer, or employee. It is an exciting and energizing way to approach individual, team, 

organization, community and global renewal and transformation” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 23). 

They describe AI further as “a disciplined choreography of conversation, reflection, analysis and 

imagination among various parties” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 55).  

Underlying Assumptions of Appreciative Inquiry 

 It is important to understand the underlying assumptions of Appreciative Inquiry. “AI is 

based on the simple assumption that every organization has something that works well, and those 

strengths can be the starting point for creating positive change” (Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 3). 

Cooperrider et al. (2008) explain that organizations move toward what they study. The topic of 

inquiry opens the door to what is possible, and AI makes the deliberate choice to study the best 

of what is, and places values on the positive core of the organization or topic of inquiry. 

According to Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2010, p. 72-73) the following eight principles 

underlie Appreciative Inquiry. First, the Constructionist Principle suggests that reality is 

subjective, rather than objective. The Simultaneity Principle suggests that when we ask a 

question, we begin to create a change; the inquiry becomes the intervention. The Poetic Principle 
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suggests that organizations are endless sources of learning, and as we study, we are co-creating 

the organizational world as we know it. The Anticipatory Principle believes that human systems 

(organizations) move in the direction of their images of the future; if the images are positive, the 

most positive the present-day action plan will be. The Positive Principle believes that momentum 

for change requires positive affect and group-bonding. This momentum for future change is best 

generated through positive questions that value the positive core. The Wholeness Principle 

believes that wholeness brings out the best of people and organizations. This principle suggests 

that by bringing all stakeholders and voices together, you foster creativity and build collective 

capacity. The Enactment Principle suggests that positive change happens when the process used 

to create a plan for change is a living model of the ideal future. Finally, the Free-Choice 

Principle states that people perform better when they have autonomy to choose how and in what 

ways they contribute.  

The practice of AI begins with the topic of inquiry, which is critical to the success of the 

AI process. According to Cooperrider et al., (2008), inquiry should (a) begin with appreciation 

through valuing, learning, and understanding the best of the organization; (b) yield information 

that is applicable in that whatever is learned from the inquiry can be used, applied and validated 

through and in action; (c) be provocative in the sense that it stirs members to action; and (d) be 

collaborative, recognizing the relationships within the system, and the relationship between the 

process of inquiry and its content.  

The basic process of appreciative inquiry is to begin with a grounded observation of the 
“best of what is”, then through vision and logic collaboratively articulate “what might 
be”, ensuring the consent of those in the system to “what should be”, and collectively 
experimenting with “what can be (Bushe, 1999, p. 62).  
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Uses of Appreciative Inquiry 

 Appreciative Inquiry is both a philosophy and a practice (Cantore, 2017).  Since its 

inception in the 1980s, Appreciative Inquiry has been used in a variety of contexts from health-

care communities, businesses, government entities, and educational settings, and more. AI has 

been applied as an evaluation tool to build capacity, as well as a crisis-intervention tool for 

process improvement, performance appraisal, and program development (Cantore, 2017; 

Cooperrider et al., 2008; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010). AI has potential for application to 

educational contexts including curriculum development, instructor development, as well as 

teaching and learning enhancement (Sandars & Murdoch-Eaton, 2016).  

Approaches to AI range from appreciative interviews to work teams to whole-system 

dialogue and appreciative inquiry summits. While a detailed description of every AI method is 

outside the scope of this literature review, it is important to note that there are a variety of 

methods that fall under the umbrella of Appreciative Inquiry. This literature review will discuss 

one of the main intervention models associated with Appreciative Inquiry, the 4 or 5-D cycle. 

The 4-D cycle includes a cycle of discovery (appreciating the best of what is), dream (imagining 

what could be), design (determining what should be), and destiny (co-creating what will be) 

(Bushe & Kaseem, 2005). An expanded model is the 5-D cycle, which adds define, which is an 

opportunity to first define the subject of inquiry as well as the project’s purpose and overall plan, 

as this drives the remaining components of the 4-D cycle. This additional component of define 

helps to focus the inquiry by first considering the efficacy and validity of the subject of inquiry 

(Watkins et al., 2011). Each cycle is designed to be collaborative and includes extensive group 

work and conversation, yet the process remains flexible enough to allow the organization to 

adapt the approach in a way that meets their contextual needs (Cantore, 2017). Often, this 4 or 5-
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D cycle is facilitated through an Appreciative Inquiry Summit, which is discussed later in this 

review of literature. 

Limitations and Benefits of AI  

While peer-reviewed research regarding Appreciative Inquiry is limited, there are studies 

related to strengths-based organizational development interventions that provide a glimpse into 

the potential limitations and benefits of AI. According to Cooperrider and Fry (2020), AI draws 

on positive psychology to help researchers understand why AI works well as a large-scale 

organizational development approach. Cooperrider (2012) studied organizational development 

efforts at large-scale companies and found that efforts involving strengths-based approaches, 

rather than approaches aimed at solving perceived weaknesses, are the efforts that excel. 

Robson’s (2015) study of strength-based organizational development interventions found that lab 

and field studies showed benefits of a strength-based approach, noting that the studies that did so 

exceeded expected outcomes. As this is an emerging field with limited published research, there 

are limits and gaps to what we can empirically know and understand about the outcomes of AI. 

However, several scholarly books (Barrett & Fry, 2008; Cooperrider et al., 2008; Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005; Whitney & Tronsten-Bloom, 2010) provide guidance for the practical 

application of AI. Additionally, case studies from the field of AI provide a glimpse into potential 

benefits of using an appreciative approach. For instance, George and McLean (2001) describe a 

small business case study where the use of AI produced social helpfulness and organizational 

pride. Another case study analysis conducted by Boyd and Bright (2007) found that the use of AI 

helped to foster greater acceptance of individual differences between co-workers.  

In a meta-case analysis, Bushe and Kaseem (2005) examined the claim that appreciative 

inquiry is transformational. The authors reviewed 20 cases using appreciative inquiry to change 
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systems to identify the kinds of transformational outcomes that AI practitioners claim occur and 

to differentiate AI from other change practices. Their meta-case analysis concluded that two 

qualities of appreciative inquiry separate this practice from more conventional organizational 

development and change management interventions. These qualities are “(a) a focus on changing 

how people think instead of what people do and (b) a focus on supporting self-organizing change 

processes that flow from new ideas” (Bushe & Kaseem, 2005, p. 161).  Additionally, this study 

supported two transformational outcome claims of AI, in that AI results in “new knowledge, 

models, and/or theories” and “a generative metaphor that compels new action” (Bushe & 

Kassam, 2005, p. 163).  Within the meta-case analysis, only a small portion of cases (35%) 

showed evidence of transformational outcomes. However, 100% of these of cases showed 

evidence of new knowledge, a generative metaphor, and showed that the outcomes created new 

ground for the organization (Bushe & Kaseem, 2005). Bushe and Kaseem (2005) discuss 

“ground” in terms of the creation of a wider range of new possibilities for the organization. Some 

limitations of this meta-analysis include a small sample size, variation within the cases analyzed 

including contextual variation, as well as the complexity and length of the cases studied. 

Although it is difficult to make general inferences about the outcomes of AI, this study supports 

the need for additional research into the outcomes and benefits of using an AI approach.  

Appreciative Inquiry as a Participatory Approach to Program Development 

 Another potential benefit of Appreciative Inquiry is that it can serve as an inclusive and 

participatory approach to program development (Barrett & Fry, 2008). At its core, AI is 

participatory. The underlying assumptions of AI, its foundational principles, the applications of 

AI, and the suggested outcomes and benefits of AI all revolve around the people involved in the 

process. Fitzgerald, Oliver and Hoxsey (2010) emphasize the role of people in the process of AI: 
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AI [is] people inquiring together into the infinite potentials and varieties of human 
organizing. This perspective incorporates the centrality of the people who co-construct 
the conversation, the ways in which we do that, and the realities that we generate from it, 
both individually and collectively (p. 221).  
 

Keeping people at the heart of the process, we will now explore one example of a participatory 

approach to program development, the AI summit. 

Overview of the AI Summit Process 

While there is a “menu of approaches” to AI (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010), this 

study will focus on the Appreciative Inquiry Summit as a participatory approach to program 

development. “The AI Summit is a large-scale meeting process that focuses on discovering and 

developing the organization’s positive change core and designing it to fit into the organization’s 

strategic business processes, systems, and culture” (Cooperrider et al., 2008). Appreciative 

Inquiry serves as the framework for the AI Summit, with the iterative 4-D (or 5-D) cycle woven 

into the Summit agenda. Ludema, Whitney, Mohr and Griffin (2003) describe an AI summit as 

either a single event, or a series of events, and remind facilitators of the principle of wholeness; 

the closer an AI summit can get to including all stakeholders or members of the system, the more 

sustainable the impact. A facilitator leads the Summit, which could be compared to a workshop 

or retreat that includes such activities as paired appreciative interviews, small group and large 

group activities, generating actions plans, and forming teams responsible for implementing the 

action plan, all designed to walk the group through all cycles of Appreciative Inquiry. “Each of 

the “Ds” signify a focused, task-oriented, collaborative conversation that is essential to an 

appreciative inquiry” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 54).  

Define 

 While the traditional AI model includes the 4-D cycle, some of the more recent models 

include a first cycle, “define” as a way to guide AI Summit pre-planning. This first stage has 
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been compared to what some traditional organizational development (OD) approaches call the 

“contracting” stage, where the organization and OD facilitators negotiate the subject of the 

inquiry or intervention (Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 2011). The “define” cycle could also be 

described as a process for selecting the affirmative topic choice, or the focus of inquiry. “The 

choice sets the stage for AI through the application of the 4-D Cycle (Cooperrider, et al., 2008, p. 

36). This can be a pre-selected choice developed by key leaders, or it can be developed with the 

group in a beginning stage of the AI summit.  

Discovery 

 The “discovery” cycle focuses on the “best of what is” in relation to the topic of inquiry. 

According to Cooperrider et al. (2008), 

It all starts with inquiry. The key point is that the way we know is fateful. The questions 
we ask, the things that we choose to focus on, and the topics we choose to ask questions 
about determine what we find. What we find becomes the data and the story out of which 
we dialogue about and envision the future. And so, the seeds of change are implicit in the 
very first questions we ask. Inquiry is intervention (p. 103). 
 

In the discovery cycle, the group shares stories and experiences of when the organization was at 

its very best (Barrett & Fry, 2008). The intentional protocol typically includes paired interviews, 

with participants asking appreciative questions designed to capture narrative related to their peak 

experiences with the topic of inquiry (Barrett & Fry, 2008). After paired interviews, the 

facilitator guides participants through small and large group debriefing, and interview data is 

recorded. In the discovery cycle, the group participates in the process of sense-making from 

inquiry and interview data (Cooperrider et al., 2008). Sense-making can include, but is not 

limited to, narrative descriptions from the interviews, and interview themes recorded and 

displayed in diagrams, charts, pictures or other visual aids (Cooperrider et al., 2008).  
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Dream 

 The “dream” cycle takes the key strengths and themes identified in the “discovery” phase 

and uses them to imagine new possibilities (Barret & Fry, 2005). This stage involves “capacity 

building through visioning a preferred future” (Barret & Fry, 2005, p. 59). Bushe (1999) remarks 

that one strength of AI as an intervention is the ability to go back to the people interviewed to 

ask them if the data captures the spirit and meaning of the interviews. Data are validated 

collectively and immediately, leaving space to clarify data during the phases of the summit. 

Cooperrider et al. 2008 describe two essential activities of the “dream” phase. First, collective 

conversations take place regarding “images of the future;” secondly, the group creates 

possibilities that are sometimes referred to as an “opportunities map” (p. 132). “Dreaming is a 

strategically significant activity that leads to higher levels of creativity, commitment, and 

enthusiasm for the organization and its future” (Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 133).  

Design 

 In the “design” phase, provocative propositions, or aspirational statements, are created 

based on the collective vision of the future created in the “dream” phase, and these statements 

will serve as a bridge between the positive core of what “is” (discovery) and what “might be” 

(dream) (Cooperrider et al., 2008). “In this way, provocative propositions redirect daily actions 

and create future possibilities and a shared vision for the organization and its members” 

(Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 162). In groups, participants craft these statements using the data 

previously collected into an action plan. This is the phase that begins to transform the stories, 

narrative, visual aid and dreams into actions. “Because members are interacting with a diverse 

group, they don’t just speak out of their own narrow self-interest…the dialogue begins to take 

the entire system into account” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 63).  
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Destiny 

 The destiny phase ensures that the aspirational statements and shared vision for the future 

is realized. This stage develops organizes the collective action plans into task teams and 

implementation plans so that the work of the summit can result in something actionable and 

sustainable. The destiny phase is improvisational in nature; adjustments can be made, additional 

interviews might be conducted, and participants self-select where and how they will contribute 

(Cooperrider et al., 2008). Often the destiny phase results in a sustainability plan for 

incorporating AI principles into the future life of the system or organization. These action plans 

are then implemented over time, often in an iterative and appreciative manner.  

Appreciative Inquiry as a Program Development Tool  

 Packaged as a Summit, Appreciative Inquiry can serve as a program development tool for 

organizations or systems. “Evaluators using AI have found that its appreciative questions, 

reframing, and generative features set the stage for sound assessment of worth as well as offer 

potential for powerful solutions” (MacCoy, 2014, p. 104). Appreciative Inquiry has been found 

to be a suitable tool when data are needed to enhance or design the future of a program (MaCoy, 

2014). The deliverables for an AI program development approach will vary and depend on the 

collaborative work of Summit participants. Fitzgerald, Murrell and Newman (2001) describe 

some of the tangible and intangible deliverables to include an AI report with organizational 

design and action plan statements, a collection of best practices or new policy recommendations, 

but may also include process analysis, culture change, and team or system transformation. 

Appreciative Inquiry as a Needs-Supportive Approach 

 Viewed through the lens of self-determination theory, Appreciative Inquiry can be 

considered a needs-supportive approach to organizational development. AI invites participants to 
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co-create a vision for the future, giving them freedom to design the action plan and freedom to 

decide how and in what ways they are involved in the implementation of the action plan. This 

appears to fit with the definition of autonomy proposed by Deci and Ryan (2000) that states that 

“…within SDT, autonomy refers not to being independent, detached, or selfish but rather to the 

feeling of volition that can accompany any act, whether dependent or independent, collectivist of 

individualist” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 74).  Appreciative Inquiry also employs the use of 

questioning in a manner that reflects the core principles of respectful inquiry. As defined by Van 

Quaquebeke and Felps (2018), respectful inquiry includes open-ended questioning and active 

listening. The AI process, and specifically the AI Summit, includes protocol for inviting 

participants to share their experiences through open-ended questions, and at each stage of the 

process participants and the facilitator are involved bi-directional conversations that support 

active listening practices. The AI Summit supports the basic psychological need for competence. 

When people feel respected and heard, they feel as though their skills, strengths, and 

contributions matter. Barrett and Fry (2005) explain that as the AI Summit process unfolds, 

participants’ confidence in one another’s commitment and competence to implement the co-

created action plans increases. And finally, AI supports connection and relatedness. The process 

is collaborative by design. Cooperrider et al. (2008) state that “AI views organizations as centers 

for human relatedness” (p. 14) and AI works to the extent that the process unites people around a 

central theme or inquiry. “Accumulated research now suggest that the commitment and 

authenticity reflected in intrinsic motivation and integrated extrinsic motivation are most likely 

to be evident when individuals experience supports for competence, autonomy, and relatedness” 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 74).  
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Building Capacity and Sustainability 

 This section proposes that the potential to build capacity and sustainability is increased 

when people and systems are operating at their best. Self-determination theory speaks to what 

individuals are like when their basic psychological needs are met, and what the outcomes of that 

might be. As a framework, Appreciative Inquiry is designed to support optimal functioning of 

human systems or organizations. One example of this is the suspension of hierarchy that occurs 

during the AI process. Hierarchy can prevent full inquiry, and inquiry is an essential component 

of capacity building (Barrett & Fry, 2008). Barrett and Fry (2008) state that capacity is “fostered 

through an appreciative declaration of faith in the potential goodness of human groups and 

organizations” (p. 99).  

SDT: What are we like when our basic psychological needs are met?  

Deci and Ryan (2000) in their seminal work on self-determination theory, describe what 

people are like when we are at our best: “at their best, they are agentic and inspired, striving to 

learn; extend themselves; master new skills; and apply their talents responsibly” (p. 68). They 

explain that this innate and fullest representation of humanity can be fostered, or thwarted, 

depending on whether one’s basic psychological needs are met within the social environments 

and contexts individuals find themselves in (Deci & Ryan, 2000). “SDT aims to specify factors 

that nurture the innate human potentials entailed in growth, integration, and well-being, and to 

explore the processes and conditions that foster the healthy development and effective 

functioning of individuals, groups, and communities” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 74).  

A review of published literature on self-determination theory suggests that when basic 

needs are met, employees experience high levels of performance and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 

2000), students are engaged and motivated in their learning (Wallace, Sung, & Williams, 2014), 
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teachers can create supportive classroom contexts and foster positive adjustments for students in 

transition (Dawes et al., 2019), provide culturally responsive teaching (Patall & Zambrano, 

2019), and managers and organizations can adopt more autonomy-supportive motivating styles 

(Hadre & Reeves, 2009). The implications of meeting needs identified by SDT are broad and 

deep. “If the social contexts in which such individuals are embedded are responsive to basic 

psychological needs, they provide the appropriate developmental lattice upon which an active, 

assimilative, and integrated nature can ascend” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 76).  

AI: What we are like as a system when we are at our best? 

 Appreciative Inquiry assumes that every organization, system, and community has a 

positive core and positive potential. The Appreciative Inquiry process allows for the extension of 

community strengths (Cooperrider et al., 2003), and makes the following assumptions about 

human systems (Boyd & Bright, 2007). First, that human systems are centers of relatedness that 

can amplify the best possibilities of the system. Second, that communities are filled with energy 

and potential. Third, that the whole system should be involved in the process. Fourth, that the 

possibility for change is most likely when members feel a strong sense of trust, psychological 

safety, and overall commitment to the change process. These assumptions about human systems 

celebrate what we are like as organizations when we are at our best. In terms of this dissertation 

study, these assumptions serve to inform the work of developing an AI Summit that helps 

improve FYE instructor support at this institution. Cooperrider and Fry (2020) describe the 

significant findings of the study of optimal human systems: 

One of the significant findings is that the study of optimal human system states does not 
just signal what enables thriving, peak performance, or full spectrum flourishing. That is 
only part of the story. The bigger story is that optimal states—and the study thereof—
actually propel and empower even more change capacity. They generate upward spirals. 
(p. 267)  
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Boyd and Bright (2017) discuss this optimal human system in terms of the appreciating effect it 

has on relationships within the system. Authentic appreciative inquiry serves to both strengthen 

the relationships within the system, and expand the opportunities that people see as possible 

within their systems and communities. Barrett and Fry (2008) discuss what systems are like 

when they are at their best in these terms: “When living within an appreciative framework, 

human systems develop an expansive competence, an ability to see the nascent potential and 

radical possibilities that expand beyond the boundaries of problems as they might be presented in 

conventional terms” (p. 41).  

AI and Building Capacity 

 “The power of the AI approach is embedded in the observation that cooperative capacity 

is being built during the process” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 72). Participants work together 

throughout the AI process to discover common experiences, language and themes and co-create a 

shared vision for the future, sharing in the development and implementation of plans to reach 

that future. “Their confidence in each other’s commitment and competence to deliver on their 

promises increases as the process goes on” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 72). The relational space that 

develops throughout the cycles of AI instills confidence that possibilities can be explored 

creatively, collectively, and authentically as stakeholders speak directly to their experiences, 

desires, and plans for the future (Barrett & Fry, 2008).  

 For an institution seeking to build capacity and sustainability for a new program, the AI 

Summit process may help build a sustainable system for implementing change. Cooperrider and 

McQuaid (2012) analyzed six AI case studies to explore the sustainable value of this approach. 

They propose that the Appreciative Inquiry Summit creates conditions for sustainable growth in 

three phases. First, the “elevation and extension” phase (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012, p. 94) 
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points to the ability of the AI process to elevate the subject of inquiry and the extension of 

relationships that occurs throughout the AI summit. As Barrett and Fry (2008) say, “we live into 

the world our questions create” (p. 38). The subject of inquiry sets the stage for capacity building 

and sustainable possibility. Next, the AI summit builds sustainability through the “broaden and 

build” phase (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012, p. 95). According to Cooperrider and McQuaid 

(2012), “As people come together through the elevation of inquiry, the emotions they experience 

are often amplified positive emotions, which tend to broaden-and-build and open minds” (p. 93). 

Finally, the AI summit works toward sustainability through an “establish-and-eclipse” phase 

(Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012, p. 95). In this phase, the new vision for the program or 

organization becomes folded into the life of the system. Cooperrider and McQuaid (2012) call 

this a developmental force; “we can consciously create a flourishing workplace by working to 

build a better world that flourishes” (p. 97). Appreciative Inquiry is not the only approach to 

sustainable organizational development, but it is a promising approach, based in the field of 

positive organizational change and an approach that values the basic psychological needs as 

stated in self-determination theory.  

Summary 

Fostering a needs-supportive work environment within higher education may promote 

professionally valuable benefits for instructors.  The three needs-supportive techniques discussed 

– a supportive motivating style, reflective inquiry, and intervention strategies and programs – 

reveal that administration may have an important role in fostering instructor motivation. 

Instructors who are motivated, and engaged, can have a significant impact on their students. 

Acevedo-Gil and Zerquera (2016) studied the role of FYE instructors from the student 

perspective, discussing the value of FYE instructors. The study reported that students who found 
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FYE instructors to be approachable and responsive results in students with institutional trust and 

confidence (Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 2016). As this institution considers how to support FYE 

instructors, this review of literature provides a theoretical framework and an understanding of 

instructor support that will guide Appreciative Inquiry process. While there is much to say about 

appreciative inquiry, one of the pieces of AI that excites me most is the inclusive nature of this 

process. In appreciative inquiry, we have the privilege of inviting others to the table. When we 

do so, we are inviting them into the world of questions, conversations, and a collaborative effort 

to organize our systems, to build capacity together, and to work towards an optimal future as one 

whole cohesive system. For me, appreciative inquiry connects the dots between self-

determination theory – those factors that lead to optimal functioning - and a program 

development approach that brings stakeholders together to co-create something using an 

appreciative worldview. Appreciative inquiry allows all of us, the facilitator included, to re-think 

our organization and re-imagine our action plans for the future. “AI involves, at its root, the art 

and practice of crafting questions that support a system’s capacity to apprehend, anticipate, and 

heighten positive potential” (Barrett & Fry, 2008, p. 36). 

The strengths-based Appreciative Inquiry Summit and a firm foundation of SDT can 

inform our work as individuals and institutions striving to sustain an innovative program; when 

we are at our best, and when our systems are functioning at their best, we are in a position to 

dream dreams and co-create our future in a meaningful way. In terms of this dissertation study, 

theory meets practice in a tangible way. Self-determination theory can inform our program 

development practices, and appreciative inquiry provides an inclusive strength-building approach 

that allows instructors to participate in creating an FYE program development plan that is needs-

supportive and collaborative.   









136 

 
 
 
 
 

Appendix G: IRB Exemption from FSCJ 

 



137 

 
 
 
 
 

Appendix H: IRB Exemption Email from USF 
 
 

 
 
 


