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Abstract Appreciative inquiry is a strategy which takes a positive approach to organizational development. It aims to identify good practice, design effective development plans, and ensure implementation. This article examines the potentials and limitations of using the appreciative inquiry in a mixed methods research design for developing school effectiveness and care in three secondary schools in Lebanon. Keywords appreciative inquiry, mixed methods, education in lebanon, student voice, participatory research Talking about change and education reform in a country that witnessed a long civil war (19731989) can be a double-edged sword. While people in Lebanon were aspiring to shake the rubble of the civil war and turn a new page of stability and reconstruction, motivating civil servants to change and reform following almost two decades of stagnation can be challenging, to say the least. The Taif Accord, which put an end to the Lebanese civil war in 1989, initiated a major educational reform. It called for the development of a new curriculum which promotes national unity. Section 3.F.5 of the Taif agreement states that ‘‘the curricula shall be reviewed and developed in a manner that strengthens national belonging, fusion, spiritual and cultural openness’’ (http://www.al-bab.com/arab/docs/lebanon/taif.htm). In 1994, the Government of Lebanon set out the ‘‘Educational Recovery Plan’’ for the reform of the educational system. The main objectives of the new plan are to increase the standards of education, enhance the infrastructure needed for the provision of free education to all Lebanese children and to review the transition between academic and technical education. The new plan also stipulated the development of a new school curriculum that went into effect in 1997. The two main stated goals of the new curriculum were building the individual’s personality and establishing citizenship. BouJaoude and Ghaith (2006) examined the processes of curricular development for the 1997 national curriculum and suggested that the reform processes would be improved if a more 1
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democratic system for designating committee members with the inclusion of parents’ and teachers’ associations and input from students. A content analysis of the Lebanese curriculum (Shuayb, 2007) revealed that it places a major emphasis on citizenship education and overlooked student needs, voices, and participation. Another study carried out by the Lebanese Association for Educational Studies (2003) concluded that although the participation of the educational community was much wider than in previous times, it completely overlooked students’ views and expectations. Recently, the new citizenship curriculum was developed with a consultation of students, parents, teachers, and principals of their expectations from the new curriculum. Besides this, student voice is very limited in Lebanon. Because of the political situation in Lebanon and the frequent violent and militant outbreaks between different factions in Lebanon, the Lebanese Ministry of Education banned student council elections. The political situation has been used as an excuse by many schools to ban any form of student activism and most important, ‘‘voice’’ (Shuayb, 2012). Against this backdrop, the study reported in this article aimed to explore the potential of appreciative inquiry (AI) as a method for promoting participatory change in a school. It sought to explore whether AI and a mixed methods research approach can help promote change that increases school effectiveness. The study commenced with a quantitative survey of students’ and teachers’ views on various aspects of school effectiveness such as teaching and learning, school environment and school relationships. Participants were also asked to identify the best experiences they had in school. The results were then shared in focus group discussions with students and in individual interviews with teachers for them to reflect on the results and share their vision on how to make the school more effective. These visions were then gathered in order to be shared in a whole school conference to develop a plan for developing the school performance so it satisfies the aspirations and needs of all stakeholders. An implementation phase followed the conference. The focus of this article is on the potentials and limitations of AI in a mixed methods design as a strategy for bringing about participatory change. The article is organized into two main sections. The first section presents the theory of AI. The second section reflects on the implementation process of AI through a mixed methods research design and its effectiveness in bringing about change. It also examines the usage of a mixed methods approach and its ability to yield more information and contribute to facilitating change.



Appreciative Inquiry White (1996) defines appreciative inquiry as an affirmative approach to change that emphasizes the positive experiences that take place in an organization rather than using a traditional problem-solving approach. Bushe (1995), defines it as a ‘‘method of changing a social system, in an attempt to generate a collective image of a new and better future by exploring the best of what is and has been’’ (p. 2). The basic process of AI begins with a grounded observation of the ‘‘best of what is,’’ then through vision and logic collaboratively articulates ‘‘what might be’’ ensuring the consent of those in the system to ‘‘what should be’’ and collectively experimenting with ‘‘what can be’’ (Figure 1).



Rationale for Adopting Appreciative Inquiry in My Study The study was carried out in 2005 in three secondary schools in the south of Lebanon in a deprived district in Lebanon which suffered from more than 20 years of Israeli bombardment and occupation. The Israeli army had only withdrawn from this area 3 years prior to the study. Two of these secondary schools were public ones catering for a deprived population whereas
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Discovery What gives life?



Destiny How to improve learn and adjust?



Dream What might be?



Design what should be the ideal?



Figure 1. Appreciative Inquiry cycle.



the other is a private school catering for lower middle class as well as families with limited income. Two of the selected school (one private and the other public) had good success rates in the official exams carried out in Grade 12 whereas the second public school was an underperforming school. Conducting research asking teachers and principals in such a challenging context to reflect and assess their practice can be a difficult and intimidating process. Hence, I chose to use AI to focus on good practice to help diffuse potential tension that might arise in the research. I believed that the school staff would be far less defensive to participate in the research knowing that the enquiry would focus on identifying the strengths rather than the weaknesses. This was extremely important in order to gain access to the schools, especially because this research was not commissioned by the schools but was part of my doctoral thesis. My position in the schools as a doctoral student studying change in the organization is a very delicate one. Although I had official permission from the Lebanese Ministry of Education and Higher Education to conduct research in the public schools, the progress of my research was always to a large extent dependent on the permission of the principals and the cooperation of the staff. Hence, I had to carefully negotiate the different steps of the study. During my initial meetings with the school principals, I explained in great detail the research process and the expectations from the school principals and staff. I also explained the amount of time needed to collect the data and to meet with students. Explaining what is expected from the school administration at the beginning of the academic year is crucial for conducting the various stages of AI as it requires a great deal of commitment from everyone in the school especially those with leadership positions.



Appreciative Inquiry and a Mixed Methods Design When conducting AI, it is possible to use both quantitative and qualitative research instruments. Quantitative instruments can help identify the positive experiences and visions of a larger
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population in a short time. However, it is essential in AI to use qualitative methods such as interviews and focus group discussions in order to create a collective vision among the members of the organization. In this study, I used both quantitative and qualitative instruments to identify students’, teachers’, and principals’ needs, positive experiences, and visions. Because of the limited time the schools could afford for the research, conducting a quantitative survey, which also included open-ended questions, helped identify the positive experiences in the schools in a short period of time and without interrupting the school’s schedule. It also helped identify the visions on how to make the school an even more effective place. The quantitative survey was followed by in-depth individual and focus group interviews. The qualitative data helped shed more light on the visions of the various stakeholders. In the reflection section, I explore how using mixed methods helped not only in validating the data but also helped to further understand the issues affecting school effectiveness and created discussion on the subject. I also explore the limitations of this approach.



Research Process The research process could be categorized in five stages described below.



Stage 1: Exploring Needs and Experiences The research process commenced with a survey of students’ and teachers’ needs and stories of success in the school. The main aim of this survey which included quantitative and qualitative questions was to explore students’, teachers’, and the management staff’s views on the school practices including student participation, democracy in the school, relationships in the school, classroom environment, and success stories and experiences. The student questionnaire commenced with open-ended questions followed by 80 Likerttype statements. Students were asked to rate these statements using a scale of 5 points that ranged from ‘‘agree’’ to ‘‘do not agree at all.’’ These 80 statements represent different practices that occur in the school including teaching and learning, school environment, discipline policies, and students’ relationships with their peers, teachers, and school administration. Secondary schools include three grades (Grades 10, 11, and 12). One classroom per grade was randomly selected in each school. There was an average of 20 students per classroom. Hence, the questionnaire was completed by a total of 180 students. The teachers’ questionnaire consisted of 53 statements using the Likert-type scale and 2 open-ended questions. The teachers’ questionnaire started by exploring their educational philosophy and the importance they allocated to working according to a specific philosophy. It also investigated the characteristics of the teacher/student relationships, teacher/school relationship, their teaching practices, democracy in the school, staff relationships, and class management. The open-ended questions included AI questions that aimed to identify the success stories of the school.



Stage 2: Sharing and Validating Results in Focus Groups and Individual Results The results of both surveys were shared during focus group discussions with students and individual interviews with teachers. Nine student focus groups were carried out in the three schools; each group included around 20 students. The discussion focused on validating the results. It also allowed students to listen to teachers’ views on the school, what they enjoy the most about the school life and their needs, and vice versa. Teachers and the school administration were able to
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learn more about students’ needs and what they valued about the schooling experience. This was an important step in bringing together the different school stakeholders to start discussing their experiences and views on what goes on in the school. Finally the discussion further examined the situation in the schools and the needs of the different groups. The focus groups were recorded after promising them confidentiality.



Stage 3: Training Workshops for Students on How to Conduct Appreciative Inquiry Interviews Following the focus groups, I conducted a workshop to introduce the theory and process of AI and how we would implement it. I explained to students that they would be trained on conducting appreciative interviews and they would interview their peers and teachers. The students were extremely enthusiastic and excited about participating in the research. Together we discussed the AI research process. Following this introduction, I distributed the AI interview schedule which consisted of a list of the appreciative questions. We discussed the questions and their purpose. I also explained the process of conducting an AI inquiry interview and the do’s and don’ts in an interview. I used the following process to train the students in AI interviewing: One student volunteered to be interviewed and I conducted an AI interview with him in front of the group. Following this, two students volunteered, one to play the role of the interviewee and the other to be the interviewer. The two practiced implementing the AI interview schedule. Following the interview, feedback from participants was given to the interviewer. A discussion of the AI interview process and schedule was carried out. Students were then given recorders and a notebook in addition to the interview schedule. The interview schedule consisted of 10 questions. The time needed to answer these questions was tested and modified during the pilot stage so that it did not take more than 30 minutes to answer all the questions. All the groups managed to finish the interviews on time. Examples of these questions are as follows:  



During your time at your school, try to remember the best memory you had; why is it so special to you? How did you feel? Your school has special characteristics that differentiate it from other schools, what is the most distinct characteristic of your school?



Stage 4: AI Inquiry Interviews Following the induction training and practice, the students started the process of conducting AI interviews with their peers. Students were given the interview schedule, tape recorders, and a form for summarizing the key findings of the interview. Then, they were asked to interview each other and write up the findings. How many interviews did each student do? Were these all interviews of other students? Earlier, you said that students would also interview teachers. Did this happen? Students recorded the interviews and gave them back to me. The AI summary form and the feedback as well as the recorded interviews were analyzed by the researcher to ensure that nothing important was missing from students’ notes. The findings from these interviews were to be shared in a larger focus group workshop for students, teachers, and the management staff. However, the principals were not able to organize a whole school conference because of logistical difficulties. The majority of the teaching staff at these schools were working on a part-time basis; meaning that they have to work in at least two schools to make ends meet. This is a widely common practice in Lebanon since 1995 as many teachers started to be contracted by the government on a part-time basis. Hiring part-time teachers does
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not involve paying them pension and other benefits, which reduces the financial cost for the government. This made whole school staff meetings almost impossible. AI relies on whole organization conferences where all members interact with each other and share their stories and visions and plan together the future of the organization; however, achieving this in the three selected schools was not going to be possible. I had to adapt the method to the situation as is described in Stage 5.



Stage 5: Planning With Students I conducted a second workshop in which I shared the visions highlighted by students in the previous phase and asked them to prioritize their recommendations. The purpose of this activity was to come up with a realistic plan that could be implemented. Everyone had a chance to see what the other students appreciated about the school and their teachers. They also managed to listen to their friends’ recommendations for future development of the schools. Following this presentation, students designed a plan for making the school a more caring one that addressed their needs. The main limitation of this phase is that planning was only restricted to students since it was not possible to bring all the stakeholders to work and plan together. This process of sharing positive experiences and stories and communicating is essential for the AI process. So the only possible way to overcome this obstacle was to share the plans with the principals and administrations and those teachers who are available individually. The outcomes of these meetings are described in the next section.



Reflections on the Appreciative Inquiry Process and Mixed Methods In this section, the use of mixed methods instruments in conducting this action research and the process and outcome of implementing AI in three schools is considered in terms of contributions to understanding how to improve mixed methods strategies.



Mixed Methods and Appreciative Inquiry Using a mixed methods design allowed me to address many of the restrictions encountered during the gathering of the data. Although AI relies primarily on qualitative instruments and techniques, it is possible to use quantitative instruments to identify the positive experiences. Adopting a mixed methods approach supported inclusion of a larger student population in a shorter period of time without putting big demands on the school administration to interrupt the teaching schedule. Without such methods, the research would have been brought to a halt. The survey explored the views of a large number of stakeholders on their views on school effectiveness and visions. These data provide a good starting point to further explore the positive experiences students and teachers had in the school and their needs. This was possible through the focus group and individual interviews. Sharing the results of the quantitative survey during focus groups and individual interviews provided a means for greater understanding of the findings. Students were also able to share each other’s visions and aspirations and create an action plan for improving their schools. As noted by Petros (2012), the utilization of a mixed methods research design demonstrates two benefits, namely more comprehensiveness results and enhanced understanding of the issue examined. Despite this, the research did not move to the fourth cycle of AI, that is, the implementation side because of logistical barriers associated with the functional and technical structure (Fielding, 2006) of the schools. Government policies that support the hiring of part-time



Downloaded from mmr.sagepub.com at CAMBRIDGE UNIV LIBRARY on March 27, 2014



Shuayb



7



teachers contributed to the creation of conditions that are not conducive to following through on possibilities for school improvement. Unfortunately, students are at the receiving end of this process.



To What Extent Did Appreciative Inquiry Contribute to Creating Participatory Change? Using AI to reflect on the school life and teaching and learning/yielded both positive and negative effects. These can be observed on several levels: Access to School. Looking for positive experiences and what works rather than what does not made my research experience a much smoother one. As a researcher, it was much easier for me, as the researcher, to be in the school and to manage my relationships with the different stakeholders when we were talking about stories of success. Appreciative Inquiry Is a Participatory and Engaging Process. Conducting AI engaged all school participants. Since the focus was on positive experiences, no one was worried about any negative consequences of reporting negative practices. Students in particular were very pleased to finally have a voice and express what they like about the school and the kind of teaching and learning they enjoy the most. Principals were interested and engaged. All the stakeholders were happy to hear about the positive stories experienced by the other stakeholders. Listening to these stories certainly filled participants with energy to think about the future and how their school could be even more successful. Students as Researchers. Training students to conduct AI interviews was empowering to them. They were very engaged and felt ownership of the research project and its outcomes. They found the AI interviewing process to be an easy one which they were able to implement without encountering major difficulties. They also learnt new techniques. Since it was not possible to do a school summit, students interviewing students created the same effect of listening and sharing that takes place during the summit. Students identified their positive experiences and used them as the basis for envisioning the possibilities that could be realized in the school. Lost Visions. Although the research managed to complete the first three cycles of AI, discover, dream, and design, none of the three schools were able to do the delivery or destiny stage. The principals in the three schools did not take the recommendations and visions of the students and teachers on board. Although the principals were interested to hear students’ feedback on the school and were aware of the AI cycle, they did not sit with students so that the latter could present their visions. One principal noted ‘‘you want the researcher to sit on the same table as students, this is unacceptable.’’ The two other principals just took the plans developed by students, but did not want to follow up on them. The principals’ reluctance was rooted in several factors. First, the culture of consulting students and reforming the school policy based on the needs of students and teachers was not the norm. Even teachers are not consulted about the school activities. The three selected schools had centralized management where the principals managed everything in the school assisted by an administrator. The role of the principal is mainly administrative rather than leadership. Staff meetings in the schools only happened twice a year, at the beginning of the year to elect school committees and the end of the year to decide which students would pass and fail. These schools did not have a mission or a vision other than high success rate in the official exams. Hence, the vision of students of greater participation in the school life, active learning, and extracurricular
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activities were not a priority to the management. The visions students had of the school shifted the priorities from being primarily focused on administrating attendance and high success rates of exams to an active and cooperative school environment where students apply what they are learning. As a result, the visions of the students and teachers which emerged from their positive experiences were not used for the desired purpose. Actually the positive experiences identified by the students had a negative effect, as it convinced the principals that they were doing well and did not have to make an effort to further develop the practices in their schools.



Students’ Evaluation of the Appreciative Workshops Students’ reflections on AI revealed that the majority of students pointed out that positive questioning managed to focus their attention on what works in their schools and allowed them to feel more connected to what goes on in their school. A considerable number of students said that positive questions about their teachers and school made them begin to think differently about them and value them. Some students were aware that their identifications of good experiences in their school could be a very effective way to encourage the school to take note of what students liked. Some students felt that this experience made them think of solutions to issues in their school rather than complaining. They also felt more relaxed in answering these questions because they were not criticizing anyone. Other students said that AI made them explore more of what they really liked and appreciated about their school and teachers. Through identifying their preferences, the schools could adjust their systems to meet the students’ desires. Students enjoyed the planning stage which the AI process offers since it presents an organized and focused work designed by the students themselves. On the other hand, some students noted that in addition to positive questioning, negative experiences should also be highlighted in order to understand the complete situation at the school and what lies behind the curriculum and management.



Conclusion AI has a lot to offer in promoting participatory change in schools. As noted by Wadsworth (2012) most of social science remains stuck ‘‘in observing and analyzing without moving in action’’ (p. 96). AI is an effective research strategy that can assist researchers in conducting research without risking negative reactions from the participants. As a research approach, it allows for the use of mixed methods which creates great flexibility for researchers to develop a research design that suits the context. The emphasis on positive experiences can motivate the different stakeholders to participate and engage in an energetic and positive dialogue. Its relatively straightforward method of interviewing makes it easy for young people, as well as adults, to implement and apply. However, successful implementation of AI requires commitment from the decision makers who have the authority and power to implement the visions of the stakeholders. In the reported study, the lack of commitment and political factors blocked the implementation of AI, thus rendering change impossible. Under ideal circumstances, the researchers could plan a reflection session on the whole process of the research in each of the schools to assist the participants and the researcher to engage critically in evaluating the whole activity. Declaration of Conflicting Interests The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.
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