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Appreciative Stories
Small actions, big impact!
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“Education is not the piling on of learning, 

information, data, facts, skills, or abilities 
- that's training or instruction - but is 
rather making visible what is hidden 

as a seed.” 
 – Thomas Moore



The Power of Our Stories . . . 
“Each choice we make causes a ripple effect in our lives. When things happen to us, it is the reaction we 
choose that can create the difference between the sorrows of our past and the joy in our future.” 

~~ Chelle Thompson

We invited participants from our Service Excellence Apprecia-
tive Inquiry Workshops to share with us some small practice 
or insight they have had since they attended the session.  

Here are their stories:

The Appreciative Inquiry workshop has definitely influenced 
my way of doing business.  It’s made a significant difference 
in my approach and I’ve heard from administrators that staff 
is feeling heard when we meet.   This is very encouraging be-
cause I sometimes struggle with being too direct.   Is there 
room for improvement?   Always!   I will continue to use the 
inquiry model and my hope is that eventually I will learn to 
ask the right “wonderings” which will inspire staff to think 
about the possibilities in a situation.     I think SSTs will look 
very different next year especially if we base them around 
Appreciative Inquiry principles.  
Appreciative Inquiry, Collaborative Problem Solving, BMS 
and Restorative Practices   are just a few of the amazing ap-
proaches our board strongly supports and I believe that they 
all share common elements.  Positive, open, non-judgmental 
communication builds relationships which in turn opens eve-
ryone up to what is possible.   

********************

Small things like taking time to email after a meeting, and 
thanking people for attending; bringing juice and fruit to a 
working session; calling to ask how things are going. These 
are small things, but I must share that having done so, I have 
had sincere and frequent thank-you’s and comments such 
as ‘You don’t know how much that meant to me/our team.’ 
Generally, these were things that I was doing previously, but 
perhaps not frequently enough, or with enough intensity. I 
think of an especially challenging situation that arose in one 
of my schools. I knew the team was rattled, and I wanted 
them to know I truly appreciated everything they were trying 
and doing. I cleared a portion of my calendar and dug in with 
them to help them find workable solutions. Through the im-
plementation phase, I made sure to visit, call or email every 
day, just to check in . Calls and emails took very little time, 
but the principal shared with me how very well they were re-
ceived by her and the school team. At the end of one day at 
the school, the teacher approached me and asked if she 
could hug me, saying how relieved she felt! This is a great 
school, with a fantastic team that is willing to try anything 
and persevere in doing so. Our work together personified the 
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AI tenet of focusing on the positive rather than finding a 
‘problem that needs to be fixed’. I layered in my appreciation 
of their hard work, in ways that were tangible or apparent, 
and in doing so was able to increase the positive outcomes.

In addition to pondering these small action changes, I also 
reflected on the year overall, and how I have incorporated AI 
and some other initiatives, into my practice. Here are my 
thoughts:

I often find in our work that, over time, themes will appear. In 
my work as a SET, particularly this year, the theme that has 
emerged is one of listening and appreciating. Perhaps criti-
cally and appreciatively listening would best summarize. I 
think back to the beginning of the year, when I met with 
LRCs and Principals in each of my schools to discuss their 
needs and desires for the coming year. SWETR goals and 
requests for training were very different this year. Yes, some 
of my schools were seeking training on Structured Teaching 
or some aspect of technology, but there were also some very 
unique requests, such as ‘how do we support the student 
whose mom is dying?’ and, ‘can you help us learn more 
about restorative justice?’

Working side by side with my school partners, we embarked 
on a year-long journey of learning, listening, and learning 
some more.

Through some serendipitous emails, I made contact with Lo-
rayne Bradshaw who happily welcomed two of my schools 
into the pilot of Restorative Practices. I was able to book a 
fantastic palliative care/grief expert and our CHEO partner 
who provided training and coaching related to anxiety 
through embedded sessions with students.

I participated in each of these experiences with my school 
teams, and collectively, we commented again and again how 
many similarities there were:

-listening

-no judgements

-empathy

-approach from an asset model

As you know, I was fortunate in being able to take Apprecia-
tive Inquiry twice. During my first session, two of my princi-
pals were also attending—the two in the pilot Restorative 
Practices model! Again, we commented on the similarities, 
but found that AI was much more comprehensive and could 
be applied to all the work we do.

I came away from the first sessions, thinking of small ways I 
could apply AI, and spoke briefly of that, at the Student En-
gagement AI sessions. My primary goal was the sometimes 
tricky case conferences to which we are often called. We dis-
covered quickly, that in asking people around the table to 
begin with a positive anecdote about the student, that this 
not only set a wonderful tone for the meeting, but that folks 
who may have tended to be a little negative in the past, were 
much more optimistic. Essentially, it was hard for them to 
don a negative attitude in the midst of the positive. Addition-
ally, the meetings took on a tone of possibility, and I found, 

in all cases, that this strongly impacted parents. Not only did 
they look happier, they tended to participate more actively 
and openly.

In addition to starting case conferences off with an AI style 
question and stories, we also experimented with co-
constructing agendas with the other parties at the table, par-
ticularly parents. As hosts, we often come to the table with a 
pre-set agenda, perhaps allowing others to add items at the 
end. We used the SOAR philosophy presented during AI, 
and came to the table with a blank slate. We then asked 
what is it that’s brought us here today, what would we like to 
talk about, what are our aspirations and goals, and how will 
we know if we’re successful?  We accomplished much more 
in each of the sessions that began in this way, and I found 
participants more collaborative. When given an opportunity 
to speak about their aspirations, our objectives became 
more positive, balanced and student focused (rather than 
school focused).

Another area on which I focused was relationships with my 
school partners. Often regional team members are called to 
respond to urgent situations. School teams may be upset or 
shaken by episodes, and want solutions quickly. There is a 
balance that needs to be found between working towards 
solutions, and allowing teams the opportunity to vent and be 
heard. People want to tell their stories, and they want to be 
heard. Thinking of the AI Principle that where we focus our 
energy is what will increase, we needed to be cautious about 
staying in the venting phase for too long. We needed to lis-
ten, listen, listen, while gently shifting to the positive in a way 
that respected and appreciated our partners and their experi-
ences. We’ve worked hard over the past two years, to de-
velop relationships of trust, and wanted to build on that care-
fully. By listening and asking careful, non-judgmental ques-
tions, we were helping teams to find solutions that would 
work for them. And in doing so, we helped them to find sus-
tainable solutions, rather than prescriptive band-aids.

Each of the above examples demonstrates the benefits and 
importance of approaching each circumstance from an indi-
vidualized positive perspective using the asset model. But, 
they also model appreciating the perspectives and experi-
ences of each person we encounter and work with. Whether 
those experiences are positive or negative, we can appreci-
ate them and help that person, and ourselves to move for-
ward. Overall, I have found that using the AI approach-- giv-
ing people an opportunity to share their stories and be 
heard, listening, using a positive lens, carefully considering 
our critical questions—has increased my effectiveness.

Looking ahead, I think about ways in which I can continue to 
embed AI in my practice, and I know I have some reading 
and reflecting to do over the summer. How will we approach 
our initial planning meetings in September? What will our ‘AI 
question to lead with’ be? How will we approach things like 
RSSTs and Student Needs Assessments differently? What 
are our aspirations, and how can we innovate to make them 
our reality? As a team, we have accomplished incredible 
things in the past year. I am very excited when I think of all 
we can accomplish together, as we become more effective 
in using, and by using, the Appreciative stance.
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********************

My story is about an upcoming change to working with stu-
dents within the kindergarten classroom rather than with-
drawing the students.  This will involve a big change for me 
in how I deliver my services and I am unsure of what it will 
look like.  When I first heard of this change, I felt negatively 
about it, but now I am working on positive ways to make this 
transition a success.  One of the other SLAs is very enthusi-
astic about the change and reminded me that it will be simi-
lar to implementing the Hanen program.  So this summer, I 
plan to review my Hanen Early Language course book.  The 
 SLP/SLA team is meeting on the October PA day to discuss 
this topic.   If, after the PA day and rereading the book I still 
have questions about the implementation, I will make plans 
to observe my SLP or another SLA working in a kindergarten 
class.  And of course I will get feedback from my SLP when 
she comes for her regular observations of students.  
********************

I'm trying to keep in mind the following statements that I 
picked up at the training:

Celebrate what's right with the world.

Have a better day tomorrow.

I saw an angel in the stone, and carved to set it free (Miche-
langelo)

********************

When reflecting on the Service Excellence training we are 
reminded of how pleased we are that the group of people we 
work directly with seems to instinctively apply the theory of 
appreciative inquiry to the day to day connections we make 
with our schools.   It’s kind of “built in” to so many folks and 
we think that’s worth a moment of celebration.

When we left the two day sessions and headed back into our 
schools   the   quote “Organizations grow in the direction of 
what they repeatedly ask questions about and focus on” was 
first and foremost in our minds.

The focus then became:

Can we look at the Regional SST process (where we as a 
regional team ask questions to find out more information) be 
improved by changing the way we ask the questions. This 
would start to introduce some positive language that might 
inspire others. This can also be supported by reviewing tem-
plates that document information, such as risk and protec-
tive factors, to ensure we are looking at situations through 
different lenses. Which leads us to the importance of collabo-
ration with other very important sources such as parents and 
agencies who often have many positive contributions.  This 
builds empathy, resiliency and perseverance.

We look forward to continuing to influence positive thinking 
to construct positive outcomes next school year as well.

Believe to Achieve!

********************

My story was a personal story. My daughter was 18 and 
didn't technically need me to sign or get information in her 
last year of high school. My gut kept telling me, she needed 
help. She signed a waiver and information was shared. With-
out me going with my gut, she would not have graduated. 
She has medical issues and mental health issues and really 
needed help and support. She is about to graduate in two 
days and off to college in the fall in the child and youth pro-
gram n Brockville.   She won an Ontario Scholarship! Every-
one has a story.  Sometimes it takes a village to help raise a 
child.

********************

I think that the "Service Excellence" training struck a chord 
with myself and many of my colleagues.  I find that everyone 
is thinking actively about how to approach challenges from 
an asset base instead of focusing on the negative.   I have 
been at a few case conferences where we have tried Candy 
Campbell's suggestion of having all participants start with a 
positive story about the student about to be discussed.  You 
can see how this just sucks the tension out of the room as 
parents lower their shoulders and everyone shares a few 
laughs and smiles.

The story I want to share comes from my training work with 
the ISSWs.   After the Service Excellence training, they 
wanted to have another look at the "ISSW Assignment Sum-
mary" that they leave with schools after they have wrapped 
up a placement.   This summary tells about a student's 
strengths, challenges, goals, and strategies for success.  
The ISSWs were debating taking the "Challenges" section 
right out of the document because of its negative 
connotation.   After much discussion, we decided to leave 
the challenges section in the document, because it often 
spells out the reason for the placement, and we don't want 
to have people reading between the lines to figure out why 
an ISSW was deployed. 
But... we also improved and highlighted the "Strengths" 
sections.   Instead of just listing the strengths of a student, 
we created a chart where you could list a strength and also 
give an example of how the strength is demonstrated.   In-
stead of just "social skills", we would add an example such 
as, "always says hello to staff and classmates and smiles at 
them".   I think that these personal examples will   help staff 
see the child and picture the child in a positive light.

At a Transition meeting shortly after making this change, a 
Principal started our discussion with "tell me about this stu-
dent's strengths".  ISSW Hollie Elder was able to refer to her 
summary and give a list of strengths with accompanying 
examples.  Suddenly this student moving from elementary to 
intermediate didn't seem so scary after all!  Again, you could 
see the tension leave the room as everyone was able to see 
the student in a positive light.

Thanks for asking for these stories.   It's a great way to start 
the day!

********************

Through working with my Regional Team (specifically with 
Cindy Barkley) we decided to work from the ideas presented 

4



by Dr. David Cooperrider. His talk surrounding the impact of 
positive inner dialogue could be paralleled to the impact we 
have been feeling during RSSTs when schools approach the 
table with positive talk about students first, as opposed to 
those schools who approach the table focusing on the nega-
tive.  We have great concern for not only the potential growth 
of students when schools focus on the negative, but also the 
negative emotional and psychological impact on both stu-
dents and staff.

As such, Cindy and I have been working to reframe how we 
structure all of our RSSTs.  We hope this is fully implemented 
by October of 2013. Our focus is not to ignore the problems 
that are being presented but rather first focus on the positive 
about the students that are being discussed, and then work-
ing as a group to use these positives as a starting place to 
address the concerns surrounding the student.  
*******************

From my experience I have found that some schools were 
more willing to embrace the structure and focus on creating 
positive resilience in students. As a team we have been fo-
cusing on positive self talk to build our   team resiliency to 
create the positive upward spiral effect that Dr. David Cooper-
rider discussed. Dr. Cooperrider spoke about cracking a new 
code of community growth and development. This RSST 
structure may provide us with the strength to transform, 
broaden our base, create resiliency in people and our organi-
zation as a whole.

We want to see the good, the true, and possible - positive 
potential.

*******************

After the two day training session, Laurie McCurdy Dumbrille 
emailed all the  ISSW's and challenged us to come up with 
some changes to our ISSW Summary in an attempt to have 
it focus more on the strengths that our special needs stu-
dents have.

We all met as a team and made some changes which I think 
will help school staff see that, even the most challenging of 
students has some positive qualities.   As well, it shows that 
some of their attributes which may be considered as chal-
lenges or weaknesses can be strengths if we show them 
how to use them that way.

*******************

As part of my job I keep a record of visits that I make to 
schools, keeping track of events, lessons taught etc.

I have found in the past that once I write down the details of 
the visit, it is out of my mind and I don't do much reflection 
on how it went, what could be changed etc...

The small change that I made was that along with the techni-
cal notes of the visit,  I began keeping a personal record of 
those visits with comments and thoughts (just for 
myself)...My hope is that as I look back at these comments 
that I made to myself I will see a trend, remember the visit 
more fully, and be able to reflect at the end of the week/
month/year on how I feel things are going.

It is only a small change, but my hope is that it will help me 
be a more reflective teacher, and I can better understand 
what is working and what is not...and make changes accord-
ingly.

*******************
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AI Practices 
Scattering the Seeds

2
“I hear and I forget;

I see and I remember;
I do and I understand.”
	 	 	 ...Chinese Proverb



Learning and sharing together ...
 
“When people focus on human ideals and achievements, peak experiences, and 
best practices, these things—not the conflicts—tend to flourish.”

~~Jane Magruder Watkins

To gather feedback from JK/SK students to give new parents an 
idea of what their children will experience from a positive angle

Gail Brant-Terry, Naismith

*************

To Engage Students and Staff in revising the Bullying Survey, 

Chris Hawthorne

In progress – Bullying Survey revamp

(Sarah - don’t we have some?)

***************
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Engagement (photo is not UCDSB)

To understand from all students what it means to be engaged, 
and do some meaning making with staff on the final PD day of the 
year to plan for next year.

Gail Brant-Terry, Naismith

Student voice interviews June 2013 - Questions for students:

1.     Think of a time when you were working on a classroom activ-
ity or project.  You were very interested in the activity, so much 
that you and your classmates were discussing ideas related to the 
topic even when class was over. In fact, you might not have 
wanted the time to end as you were still excited about it! Tell me 
what was happening during that activity or project? What about it 
was so interesting/exciting to you?

 2.     We have all had times when we felt like we could share our 
ideas or questions in class without being judged.  Can you tell me 
about a time this has happened for you.   What were you doing? 

What were your classmates doing? What do you think made it so 
easy to share your ideas or ask questions?

3.     We have all had times when we’ve made mistakes or needed 
help from an adult in our room. Tell me about a time when you felt 
your problem was resolved in a way that made you feel respected, 
and that you could move on.

What did the adult do? What did your classmates do?  How did 
that make you feel?

4.      If you could suggest to your teachers two things they could 
do that would help you to be the best learner you can be, what 
would you tell them?

************

Supporting Mental Health in our Schools AND To engage commu-
nity partners with the school Administrative staff – 50 attendees!
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Jennifer McMaster, Jane Bain, South Grenville Family of Schools

Similar questions asked in both projects - see sample below:

DISCOVERY PART 1: Paired Interview

As Administrators of the South Grenville Family of Schools, we 
believe that all students can learn.  We believe this because we 
have seen many examples of students in our board overcome se-
vere adversity in their educational journey, including overcoming 
obstacles related to mental health. We also know that when men-
tal health issues are present in a student, we can learn from and 
access the resources available to us from community organiza-
tions, parents, and our colleagues at the UCDSB, that the stu-
dents will benefit. 

Q1:   BEST EXPERIENCE:    Tell me a story about a time when you 
have experienced/heard of/seen a student with mental health con-
cerns receive the appropriate supports that ultimately helped them 
succeed in their learning goals?  

Describe in as much detail as you can, what was happening, who 
was involved, what steps were taken that worked the best, how 
did the student feel? How did you feel?

Q2:  Strengths/VALUES:  Think about the role you can play in this 
inquiry about working with and supporting students who have 
mental health issues.  

A.	 If someone who knows you the best were to describe the 
strengths you bring to the team, what would they say?   

B.	 What strengths does this team assembled here today bring 
to this inquiry? 

Q3:      POSITIVE CORE OF UCDSB: 

What is unique and special about our Family of Schools and how 
we might approach the very important issue of Mental Health for 
our students?  Give some examples of how you have experienced 
this positive core? How can we draw upon what makes us special 
to move us forward in this area?

Q4:  WISHES for the support of students with mental health issues 
in the South Grenville Family of Schools: 

You now have three wishes that, when granted, will make an ex-
traordinary positive change in our Family of Schools that will help 
establish strong supports for all students to be able to reach their 
learning goals.  What are these three wishes?
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Principal Projects

School (Principal) Entry Plan:  
Setting the culture of a school

Marsha Mcnair, Athens DHS

Schools that work well for students and 
their teachers have relationships that are 
high in trust, authentic collaboration and a 
school wide commitment to student learn-
ing. All staff and students feel that they 
contribute to the well-being of the school, 
that their opinions are valued and listened 

to. There is a culture of mutual respect and 
a high level of engagement. 

1. Describe a time in your career when you 
experienced some or all of these character-
istics in your workplace.

a. What was happening?

b. What were the students doing?

c. What were the other staff members do-
ing?
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2.	 We are a family at ADHS. What experi-
ences, talents, strengths etc. do you bring 
to our team that will benefit students at-
tending our school? 

3.	 Describe what you would like ADHS 
to look like in 2017.  

a)	 What is your vision?

b)	 What can you do to bring this vision 
alive?  

What support do you need to make this 
happen?

**************

Interview Question: for an Office Adminis-
trator, ensuring that Service traits are dem-
onstrated.

Karen Bryan, Principal, South Branch

Question used: We have all had customer 
service experiences in our lives.  In some 
we have been the customer and in others 
we may have been serving the customer 
directly.  What experiences, talents, 
strengths or other resources do you bring 
to creating a culture of service excellence?

*************

I just wanted to let you know that when I 
took the appreciative inquiry workshop 
over a year ago, you had us send our-
selves a card, with notes on what we 
wanted to be reminded of.  I kept that card 
close at hand…and looked at it every so 
often.  I wrote myself to “look for shining 
eyes”, “take time to listen to peoples sto-
ries and be compassionate” and “to see 
the power in everyone”.  At the end of this 
wonderful year, those words reminded me 
over and over again to make good deci-
sions, to be calm and to listen to people’s 
stories.   I will keep that card to myself, 
close by for next year as well.  Thank you 
for the important work you do.

K. Melvin-Long, Linklater Public School

********************
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Board Examples

Improving the effectiveness of a form used 
in accommodated work meetings.

Adding opportunity for stories.  Reframing 
questions used with customers.

Terri McPherson, Linda Billing , HR – Reha-
bilitation Coordinator

We have a document that we use in ac-
commodated work meetings or could be 
used when we meet with employees for 
other reasons.  It gives us more of a script 

to follow so we do not miss anything.  Af-
ter IA we decided to revamp the form and 
put a positive spin on the script.  Instead 
of jumping right into the who, what where 
and why questions.  The first thing we try 
to do now is get the employee to tell us 
their story and how we ended up having 
this meeting.  My experience since using 
this approach is it appears to make the per-
son telling the story feel more comfortable 
in the meeting.  The employee feels re-
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spected in the knowledge that we are inter-
ested in what they have to stay.  

On the other side we are getting more valu-
able information as they appear to be 
more open with this approach.

We also changed the wording of some of 
our questions for example:  What barriers 
do you anticipate with this plan?

The new question is:  How do you see this 
plan making you successful

**********
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Unexpected Outcomes
“An oyster creates a pearl out of a grain of sand. The grain of sand is an irritant to the oyster.  In response to the dis-
comfort, the oyster creates a smooth, protective coating that encases the sand and provides relief. The result is a 
beautiful pearl; for an oyster, the irritant becomes the seed for something new.”      ~~Annon

Ideas for board and schools to connect from Tracey Mayer.

 As we discussed at the Traveling Tuesdays breakfast, these 
are my thoughts for another program board office staff could 
be involved in to encourage a connection with the schools.  
Initially I was thinking of something where staff could be avail-
able to secondary schools and discuss career relevant infor-
mation, however, I think we can do more than that.  We have 
a lot of talented people at the board office including experts 
in photography, art, running (Sarah!), even climbing 
mountains.  So why limit it to careers?  What about some 
kind of a speakers  bureau?  A list of potential topics and the 
staff members who would be willing to spend time in a class-
room sharing their information and experiences with kids?  It 
could look like the following:

•	 One person is the board contact and maintains a ros-
ter with a list of board office staff willing to make themselves 
available to go to a school to share information about a cer-
tain topic

•	 Topics could be anything from career information, hob-
bies, sports, volunteering, travel,  even an interesting pet?

•	 A list of the topics is made available to schools along 
with the contact names (available on in-site somewhere).   
The school then contacts the person and sets up a time.

•	 I think it would also be important to keep stats of how 
often the service is used, so whoever is the board contact 
should be kept in the loop so that they can see how often 
the service is used and if there are certain topics that seem 
to be really popular
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I think this would be yet another great way for board office 
staff to connect with our schools and share their experiences 
with our students.  It would be a great way for  teachers to 
enhance the classroom experience for our students.  We 
really are not that boring at the board office!.. There would 
be some things to work out, one question I would have is 
would any of the presentations need to be screened?  I cer-
tainly would be happy to get the ball rolling with this if you 
think it is worthwhile.  Let me know what you think and what 
the next steps should be.

********************

Alison Grange, Communications Officer.

1. Although I don’t have a particular story of change, I do 
know that the entire AI course (and the background I 
have working with the Service Excellence team), has 
certainly changed the way I think on a day-to-day ba-
sis. It has helped me reframe my thoughts, feelings, 
and ideas to look at all sides of the coin. When I am in 
a situation, I make sure to question alternate solutions 
and challenge my own preconceived notions. Plus, AI 
can be used throughout your entire life. It allows for a 
complete shift in outlook – focusing on the positives, 
what works, and how things can be improved.

2. AI is one of those things that is simple, yet needs to be 
refreshed. I think reminders about AI, and the power of 
reframing your questions, are very helpful. I love the 
idea of the Service Excellence training that all staff have 
to participate in, however I believe it would be helpful if 
all staff were given ongoing opportunities to remember 
and use AI. I don’t know what that looks like – maybe 
an AI resource on the portal (under Service Excel-
lence)? 

*********************

Brandi Charman, Operational HR Assistant

1. I was moved by the video piece “Everyone gets an A” 
… this resonated with me in the sense that you can be 
free to try and to explore new ideas without fear of 
failure.  It is alright to take those leaps.  Also, success 

isn’t always measured by what you or I may deem as 
success, but rather, can be measured in various forms 
(effort, creativity, perseverance, etc.)

2. In my notes I had written, ‘how easily a dialogue can 
start by asking a few questions’ – absolutely!   For me 
it was fine tuning the way in which I ask questions to 
more readily get the information/story I am looking for – 
to create more meaningful conversations.  

3. Approaching people/circumstances/ideas/challenges 
etc. from a positive angle.  Instead of focusing on what 
doesn’t work or what we don’t like, focus on what does 
work and what we do like and build from there.

4. This one is my favorite!!!  It only takes 1 follower to 
start a movement.  I loved this video.  It was extremely 
moving and empowering to believe that all things really 
are possible.  It starts with you and all you need is 1 
follower to start something great.  This principle can be 
applied to all facets of our lives.  

*********************
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