INQUIRY CIRCLES 
An Appreciative Approach to Professional Inquiry

Ap-pre’ci-ate, v., 1. to value; recognize the best in people or the world around us; affirm past and present strengths, successes, and potentials; to perceive those things that give life (health, vitality, excellence) to living systems. 2. to increase in value, e.g., the economy has appreciated in value.  Synonyms: value, prize, esteem, and honor.

In-quire’ (kwir), v., 1. to explore and discover. 2. to ask questions: to be open to seeing new potentials and possibilities.  Synonyms: discover, search, systematically explore, and study.

In a closing ritual for a recent NSRF Inquiry Institute, a participant declared, “I used to think we should start seminars with conversations about learning communities and now I’m thinking we should begin with the role of questions in learning.”  Our group consisted of experienced CFG coaches who worked valiantly together to explore the viability of inquiry in our work.  We joined this effort in the midst of particularly tough times.  Teachers were under tremendous stress.  Huge budget cuts were announced and school closures and job losses were headline news on the day of our first meeting.  Members of our group were directly affected.  We left tears on the tables marking this crisis, but the Inquiry Circles Protocol helped refocus our talk on stories of accomplishment and hope.  Through storytelling, we renewed our commitment to engage with inquiry to better support what we value in our work and influence public understandings.  We succeeded in opening up our work worlds again by shaping inquiry questions that required us to better understand something that was good and strong in our work rather than continuing a preoccupation with the many and varied problems we were facing.  This was not happy talk; it was hard talk, but the storytelling revived us and readied us.  An email to the group received a month later remembered:  “Thanks for the pictures!  They transport me instantly back to those very special three days with you all.  Isn’t it interesting how life plants you in just the right places, at just the right times, with just the right people when you need that confluence the most?  I’m eternally grateful to each of you for the special gifts you shared with me.  I often find myself reaching inside to softly stroke their comforting contours…” 

Just prior to this institute, I read an article in Atlanta magazine (May, 2004) which opened with the wisdom of Flannery O’Connor, “In the long run, a people is known, not by its statements or its statistics, but by the stories it tells.”  By specifically choosing to spawn our inquiries from stories of goodness, we were able to rekindle our strength.  The inquiry questions we shaped as a result of our storytelling included:  

In reculturing our organization how can we align individual strengths with our needs and goals?

What makes coaching sing?

How can I contribute to creating a more positive professional community in my school?

In what ways can I successfully contribute to rebuilding trust through collaboration across all levels of my school community?

How can I discover what really matters?

What will I learn when I invite others to share the power of collaboration?

How do we develop and share with the public a positive narrative culture about the work of our school?

What relationships can I document between enthusiasm for reading and improvements in reading comprehension?

In the words of a group member, “Inquiry can poke air holes in your life!”  The Inquiry Circles Protocol is presented as a way to refresh our professional lives through an asset-based approach to inquiry.  It is my hope that the Inquiry Circles Protocol will help us remember to be curious, to share and develop our stories of professional strength, and rebuild a narrative culture around us that contributes to a healthy and enriched professional life.   

In constructing this protocol, I was inspired by the Appreciative Inquiry model for organizational change generated by Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros (2003).  They proposed “organizations move toward what they study” (p. 29).  This protocol recognizes the power of our questions to influence our actions.  In essence, how we inquire influences the culture of our schools.  

 It will be interesting to consider, as a professional community, what our stories will tell us about the actions we should support in order to make a positive difference for professional educators as learners and for students as learners.   The protocol intentionally provides time for participants to think for themselves and to think in collaboration with others.  It is a reflexive and expansive process.  This is the dance of professional inquiry – space to reflect alone – space to reconsider in the company of respected others – space to act and grow.  

The protocol intentionally asks us to focus on what is healthy about our life’s work, but also helps us unwrap such gifts through specific acts of critical friendship.  It is clear that “goodness” is fraught with contradictions and complications but by choosing to grab hold of and build on the positive - what is good and working for us, it is hoped that we can make a difference in the quality of our work experiences and in the public conversation about education. This information should be at least as prominent in our discourse on schooling as the problems that are most often highlighted.  

Overall Purpose:  To generate robust inquiry questions that can lead our work in support of teachers and students as powerful learners.  

Supporting Goals:

· To place inquiry at the heart of our work 
· To support reflective practice 
· To encourage the development of an evidence-based, positive narrative culture 
· To build on the good 
· To develop a vision-based professional voice 
The title of the protocol, Inquiry Circles, was chosen for several reasons:

1. To highlight the cyclical nature of inquiry – questions lead to more questions

2. To denote the continuous connections of understanding that inquiry can support

3. To present a method for supporting inquiry that asks people to circle-up and share their stories of hope and promise

* The protocol may be used as an agenda for a day in the design of a CFG Institute.

INQUIRY CIRCLES:  A PROTOCOL FOR PROFESSIONAL INQUIRY
Phase 1 – Storytelling

Approximately 1 hour

Individually

1.  Written Rememberings
(15 minutes) 

In beginning this phase, it may be helpful to remember the wisdom of Madeline Grumet (1978),

So if telling a story requires giving oneself away, then we are obligated to devise a method of receiving stories that mediates between the self that tells, the self that is told, and the self that listens:  A method that returns a story to the teller that is both hers and not hers, that contains her self in good company.  (p.323)





 
Participants have time to write in their journals – to be alone with their thoughts and memories.  It may be helpful to advise participants to begin by listing recollections about good things in their work and then to choose one item on that list to explore in more detail through drawing or writing.  The following prompts are offered as ways to nudge this kind of thinking:

Think about times in your work life when you felt strong, when you felt your work was honored and you were living your true promise as an educator.  List some of your most successful moments in your work.  Select one of those moments to write or draw about.  Where is the story for you in this successful experience?  
When participants complete their reflective writing in preparation for this protocol, they move to fill an empty seat in the Circle of Inquiry (a circular grouping of chairs such that each participant has a chair in the inside or outside circle.  Partner pairs are created with each participant sitting knee-to-knee with her/his partner.  

2.  Storytelling (Inside – Outside Circles) 
(30 minutes – 15 minutes each person)

Whole Group

Participants initiate the collaborative inquiry process by telling stories of best practice based on their written reflections.  Partners will take turns telling and documenting stories. 

· The teller tells for 15 minutes.  

· The listener records notes capturing important features of the story being shared.  

· The partner pairs switch roles for the next 15 minutes. 
It may be helpful for the listener to consider their role as listening “for” a story as much as “to” a story (Welty, 1983, p. 14).  What can prove to be most helpful to the storyteller and the group are the “choice” words and phrases that emerge during the telling as well as key concepts, themes, and ideas.  

3.  Re-viewing your partner’s story  (10 minutes)

Individually

There is time now for each participant to re-view  notes based on the story told to him or her.  This is time to prepare for the responsibility of retelling the partner’s story in Phase 2 of the protocol.  

Phase 2 – Retelling

Approximately 1 hour

Small Groups

Partner pairs regroup in circles of 4

Reconfigure inside/outside circle pairings into 2 sets of partner pairs = 4 

(Adjustments to number may need to occur.  This number seemed most feasible as a way to help participants expand their thinking based on the stories of others while still not becoming overwhelmed by too much information).

THE FOLLOWING 3 STEPS ARE REPEATED FOR EACH PERSON IN THE GROUP

10 minutes for each person = 40 minutes total time for this section

1. The partner (the one who listened to the story) introduces the storyteller to the group and retells the story that s/he heard.
(4 minutes)

This process is often considered an especially meaningful aspect of the protocol experience.  Participants feel supported and affirmed when they hear their stories told through someone else’s voice.  There is a quick sense of linking story to story that begins to demonstrate giving life to quality work.

2. The owner of the original story has time to add to and/or clarify what their partner has shared.  (2 minutes)

The original storyteller uses this time to confirm the highlights shared and/or add any other necessary details.

      3.  The group members now have time to ask clarifying questions.  (4 minutes)

It is helpful to keep these questions focused on eliciting more information about what was “good.”  This is not a time to make suggestions (
Phase 3 - Crafting and Claiming a Positive Inquiry Question
Flexible timing – group agrees to the amount of time needed

Individual Reflection and Whole Group Dialogue

1. Partners complete “Storytelling Summary Sheets” for one another based on the storytelling process and the questions that emerged from the group.  Once the summary sheet is completed, it is given to the partner.

Each person reviews her/his notes from the storytelling experience and records responses on the summary sheet.  The summary sheet is helpful in creating a shared data set based on the storytelling process and provides written documentation for the storyteller to use as a resource in crafting positive inquiry questions.  

Partners give one another the gift of data:  completed Storytelling Summary Sheets.  Each participant receives this summary of the story as interpreted by her/his partner.  

There is now time to pause and personally reflect on what has been shared as well as what is recorded on your summary sheets.  


As an individual
This is space/time to reconsider how your personal story can serve as a beginning point for crafting an inquiry question that builds on some aspect of your work that is good and strong. What really matters?  What do you want to remember to hold dear in your work? What do you want to be more involved with? When you have crafted a question for yourself, write it in the center of a sheet of chart paper.  Each chart paper will now be treated as an individual “chalk talk” (see protocol for Chalk Talk process).   Participants move from chart to chart and silently participate in a written conversation around each proposed question.  The chalk talk provides an opportunity to “talk” around the proposed questions – exploring and expanding the possibilities of the inquiry.  The intent is not to answer or propose ways to resolve questions but rather explore related assumptions and ideas.  

At the conclusion of the “chalk talk,” each person has time to revise their question and the protocol closes with a go-round in which each person simply states their question for beginning an inquiry.  It is understood that this question may go through several revisions once the inquiry is in process.  
For a group inquiry

The facilitator reconvenes everyone in one whole group Inquiry Circle.


Each person adds the themes that were identified in their story and recorded on her/his summary sheet to chart paper that is posted for the group to see.
 

The facilitator encourages the group to review the posted themes and discussion is encouraged using the following prompts:

· Are there any additional themes/core values that need to be posted?

· Are any of these themes/core values related?

· Do any speak more loudly than another?  Less than another?

· Will any have greater or lesser impact on our work together?

· How can we carry forward what we value most?

· How can powerful work of the past inspire and support present needs to inquire?

Review the posted themes, the data on your summary sheet, and build on the questions that have been generated by your colleagues in order to identify a question that you could use to guide your learning as a participant in this CFG or as a member of some other learning community. 

Debrief 

STORYTELLING SUMMARY SHEET
· What were the most compelling features of the story?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What was the most quotable quote that came out of this storytelling?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

· What was the most significant moment in the storytelling for you as a listener?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· Did a particularly intriguing innovative idea emerge during the telling of this story?  If so, describe what you learned about it.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What three themes/core values stood out for you in the story you heard?

1.________________________________________________________

2.________________________________________________________

3.________________________________________________________

· What possible inquiry questions did you hear in the story?  Use positive language as you attempt to craft possible inquiry questions in support of your partner’s work.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

