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I would like to tell you a story. The story began in the 
summer of 2013 when as a requirement of my graduate 
studies, I was enrolled in a “Change Strategies” course 
at Idaho State University. The curriculum in this course 
introduced me to the theory of Appreciative Inquiry. My 
heart and spirit came alive as I pondered what I was 
learning. That introduction led me on a journey that has 
profoundly altered the way I look at teaching, learning, 
relationships, and life.

Appreciative Inquiry is defined as “a 
philosophy and way of looking at the world 
and being in the world; a strength-based 
framework for positive change, growth and 
transformation; [and] a methodology for 
engaging all stakeholders in co-creation of 
the future” (Champlain College, 2018). I was 
struck by the thought that change and growth 
could be brought about more effectively and 
efficiently by focusing on what was right with a 
situation than by focusing on what was wrong. 
As I researched more about Appreciative 

Inquiry, I discovered nine principles of Appreciative 
Inquiry (see Figure 1) had been identified in the literature 
(Bushe & Kassam, 2005; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; 
Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stravos, 2005; Kelm, 2005; 
Ludema, 2001; Reed, 2007; Watkins, Mohr, & Kelly, 
2011; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010). I felt that these 
principles were true and compelling and could be broadly 
and relevantly applied in a number of settings, including 
the college classroom.

Figure 1. Principles of Appreciative Inquiry

Principles of Appreciative Inquiry



three consecutive online weekly reflection journals used by 
the students in the control group. The Appreciative Inquiry 
modules consisted of a short video and a brief collection 
of open-ended questions that guided students to identify 
their strengths and the positive aspects that initially drew 
them to their majors. The students in the treatment group 
completed these modules while the students in the control 
group completed their weekly reflection journals, as 
usual. At the end of the three-week period, the CIS was 
again administered to all participating students. Statistical 
analysis was conducted and the results were startling. 

At the end of the three-week Appreciative Inquiry 
treatment, the overall intrinsic motivation of the students 
in the treatment group was significantly higher than the 
overall intrinsic motivation of the students in the control 
group. Specifically, the overall intrinsic motivation of the 
students in the treatment group had increased, while the 
overall intrinsic motivation of the students in the control 

group had decreased (see Tables 1 and 2). 
A similar trend was also seen in the subscales of 

confidence and satisfaction. For each of these two 
subscales, the intrinsic motivation of students in the 
treatment group increased significantly, while the intrinsic 
motivation of the students in the control group decreased.

The most surprising finding, however, was “the observed 
effect of the control and treatment conditions on the least-
motivated students in each group” (McQuain, Sammons, 
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In my study of Instructional Design, I had learned about 
intrinsic motivation and its powerful impact on learning. 
I was beginning to believe that intrinsic motivation 
was not only beneficial in the learning process, but an 
absolute necessity for true learning and genuine change 
to occur. Intuitively I felt that Appreciative Inquiry would 
naturally invite intrinsic motivation for students and I was 
curious to see what would happen with students’ intrinsic 
motivation if they engaged in an Appreciative Inquiry 
process as part of their learning experience. With the 
support of my graduate committee and IRB approval from 
both Idaho State University and BYU-Idaho, I combined 
my learning from the disciplines of Instructional Design, 
Human Motivation, and Appreciative Inquiry to design 
a Pre-Post Control Group Experimental research project 
that was conducted in one on-campus BYU-Idaho early 
childhood education course over a period of two semesters. 
Informed consent was gained from all students willing to 
participate in the experiment prior to 
randomly assigning them to control and 
treatment groups.

To assess the intrinsic motivation 
of the students prior to conducting 
the research experiment, and with the 
permission of its author Dr. John Keller, 
I used the Course Interest Survey (CIS), 
a valid and reliable instrument that 
employs a Likert-type scale to “measure 
how motivated students are with respect 
to a particular course” (Keller, 2010, 
p. 277) in terms of overall intrinsic 
motivation and its subscales of attention, 
relevance, confidence, and satisfaction. 
Statistical analysis based on the results 
of the CIS showed that there was no 
significant difference in the intrinsic motivation between 
the control group and the treatment group in overall 
intrinsic motivation or in any of its subscales.

Using what I had learned in my Instructional Design 
studies and following the well-respected Analysis, 
Design, Develop, Implementation, Evaluation (ADDIE) 
instructional design process (Molenda, 2003), I created 
three online modules based on Appreciative Inquiry to 
be used by the students in the treatment group in place of 

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

SAMPLE SIZE (n) 37 37 37 36

GROUP MEAN SCORE 3.97 3.92 3.99 4.17

STANDARD DEVIATION .48 .68 .47 .38

RANGE OF INDIVIDUAL
MEAN SCORES

2.88 - 4.74 1.97 - 4.97 2.85 - 4.76 3.35 - 4.71

PRE-TREATMENT POST-TREATMENT

INDEPENDENT t-TEST t (72) = .281, p = .779 t (56.606) = 2.02, p = .049*

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for CIS Pre- and Post-Test Overall Results

Table 2. Independent t-Test Results for Research Question One

Note. Statistically significant differences are indicated by *
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Neill, & Coffland, 2016). From the beginning of the study 
to the end, the lowest motivation scores within the control 
group dropped, while within the treatment group, the 
lowest motivation scores raised significantly (see Tables 3, 
4, and 5).

The Appreciative Inquiry modules had the most 
profound effect on the students in the treatment group 
who were the least motivated prior to the experiment. 
They went from being not very intrinsically motivated to 
significantly intrinsically motivated, especially in terms 
of their confidence and satisfaction (see Tables 3, 4, 5, and 
6). This change in intrinsic motivation transformed the 

learning experience for these students, as reflected in a 
sampling of their comments below.

• “I feel more motivated than ever now to accomplish 

the tasks that I have at hand to achieve those 

dreams that I have for myself. I feel like I have 

been using the principles along my 

journey, especially numbers 5 and 

8. I changed my negative view into 

positive to help me be less stressed 

and I choose how I want to act, what 

I want to do and when I need to do 

it. Instead of slacking, I feel like I am 

busy trying to get everything done! 

It is wonderful to get a move on with 

all of my dreams!”

• “I have changed in that I 

found a motivation to continue my 

education that I haven't had before. 

This experience has given me a new 

resolve to do the best I can in my 

remaining time here on campus and 

do the best that I can and apply the 

knowledge I am gaining in all areas 

of my life. It has also reminded me 

of why I started on this journey 

in my major. I was studying in a 

different concentration and was not 

happy with all of the material I was 

asked to absorb and when I switched 

I found joy in doing my school work 

for the first time in a long time. With 

the course work load, I sometimes 

lose sight of that joy. In regards to 

the principles of appreciative inquiry, 

I realize that all of the parts put 

together do create one great whole. 

All aspects of my life affect each other and if 

one aspect is out of equilibrium then everything 

seems to be. I also realized how questions can truly 

bring about change and how self-reflection impacts 

or attitudes, behaviors, and relationships. When 

we question why we love someone and reflect 

on those reasons, then we tend to have a greater 

appreciation for that person and how we treat them 

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

SAMPLE SIZE (n) 37 37 37 36

GROUP MEAN SCORE 4.25 4.14 4.18 4.44

STANDARD DEVIATION .46 .61 .47 .38

RANGE OF INDIVIDUAL
MEAN SCORES 2.75 - 4.88 2.25 - 5.00 2.63 - 5.00 3.63 - 5.00

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for CIS, Confidence Subscale (8 items), Pre- and Post-Test

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

SAMPLE SIZE (n) 37 37 37 36

GROUP MEAN SCORE 3.88 3.81 3.80 4.17

STANDARD DEVIATION .59 .79 .60 .48

RANGE OF INDIVIDUAL
MEAN SCORES

2.44 - 4.89 1.67 - 5.00 2.11 - 4.78 3.00 - 5.00

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for CIS, Satisfaction  Subscale (9 items), Pre- and Post-Test

CONTROL PRE CONTROL POST TREATMENT PRE TREATMENT POST

POST HOC ATTENTION .086 .086 F (1, 71) = .157 p = .693

POST HOC RELEVANCE 1.298 1.298 F (1, 71) = 3.467 p = .067

POST HOC CONFIDENCE 1.751 1.751 F (1, 71) = 6.788 p = .011*

POST HOC SATISFACTION 2.451 2.451 F (1, 71) = 5.740 p = .019*

Table 5. MANOVA Post Hoc Results for Research Question One

Note. Statistically significant differences are indicated by *

“I have changed in that I found a 

motivation to continue my education 

that I haven't had before. This 

experience has given me a new 

resolve to do the best I can in my 

remaining time here on campus and 

do the best that I can and apply the 

knowledge I am gaining in all areas 

of my life. It has also reminded me 

of why I started on this journey in my 

major. I was studying in a different 

concentration and was not happy 

with all of the material I was asked to 

absorb and when I switched I found 

joy in doing my school work for the 

first time in a long time. With the 

course work load, I sometimes lose 

sight of that joy. In regards to the 

principles of appreciative inquiry, I 

realize that all of the parts put together 

do create one great whole.



tends to change. This experience has made me 

aware of the importance of regular self-evaluation 

and how it can truly positively affect our lives, 

relationships, goals, and overall outlook on life.”

• “I think I have changed by realizing how much my 

major really means to me. I think I have gotten 

caught up in getting good grades, and getting 

homework done that I have forgot why I really 

wanted to be in this major. It has also helped me 

to start focusing more on the difference I want 

to make with the children I work with. I really like 

number four on the list above. The stories I shared 

and talked about really do give meaning to why 

I am in this major and what things I am drawn to 

about my major.”

It is interesting to note that the word “motivation” was 
never used in the Appreciative Inquiry modules.

While Appreciative Inquiry is neither a panacea nor 
a silver bullet, it does hold promise as a strategy for 
enhancing intrinsic student motivation in online and 
face-to-face courses. This is significant because enhanced 
intrinsic motivation improves the subjective learning 
experience and may enhance student achievement and 
retention as well. As one student stated, “[The Appreciative 
Inquiry process was] certainly engaging . . . and made me 
re-visit my purposes and battle-cries. I enjoyed rekindling 
my flame, so to speak! This process was valuable to me 
because it reminded me of the why behind this semester’s 

efforts.” When it comes to student motivation and 
retention, rekindling flames and renewing purposes can 
only help!  t
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TYPE lll SS MS F SIG.

CONTROL OVERALL .053 .053 F (1, 36) = .083 p = .376

TREATMENT OVERALL .674 .674 F (1, 35) = 8.767 p = .005*

CONTROL ATTENTION .048 .048 F (1, 36) = .228 p = .636

TREATMENT ATTENTION .049 .049 F (1, 35) = .391 p = .536

CONTROL RELEVANCE .092 .092 F (1, 36) = .819 p = .372

TREATMENT RELEVANCE .099 .099 F (1, 35) = .915 p = .345

CONTROL CONFIDENCE .246 .246 F (1, 36) = 3.090 p = .087

TREATMENT CONFIDENCE 1.354 1.354 F (1, 35) = 9.888 p = .003*

CONTROL SATISFACTION .096 .096 F (1, 36) = 1.037 p = .315

TREATMENT SATISFACTION 2.367 2.367 F (1, 35) = 14.163 p = .001*

Table 6. Changes in Motivation over Time per Group

Note. Statistically significant differences are indicated by *


