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T he elegant simplicity of Innovation-Inspired Positive Organizational 

Development1 (IPOD) in its three phases – elevating human strengths, 

magnifying them and refracting them back out into the community – 

was the subject of our 2015 article that profiled an application of Appreciative 

Inquiry (AI) in the context of capacity-building and leadership development in 

a Kenyan NGO.2 This paper concluded that the third phase of the IPOD model, 

“refracting our highest strengths outward to the world”, is the most pressing 

mandate for organizational development. 

1 Cooperrider, D.L. & Godwin, L.N. (2012) Positive Organization Development: Innovation-inspired Change in an 
Economy and Ecology of Strengths. The Oxford Handbook of Positive Organizational Scholarship. Oxford University 
Press, Inc.
2 Fialkov, C., Haddad, D., Ndirangu. N. and Karanja, J. (2015) Tukae Tusemesane: Let’s sit down and reason 
together enlivening strengths and community. AI Practitioner, 17(3), 1–16.  https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/5ad65acb2487fd1797808ec3/t/5b1969c6352f53665631a0aa/1528392149860/AI_Practitioner_
August_2015.pdf
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It should come as no surprise to experienced practitioners of AI that this ultimate 

stage presents a challenge to resources and relationships. When strengths refract 

outward with the intention of social change, we must fully attend to the diversity 

of social and political voices in the community. The current paper describes our 

collaboration with Kenyan colleagues and the attention given to the multiple 

factors and research methods that contribute to refracting strengths outward 

into the community. This whole-community approach addresses Cooperrider 

and Goodwin’s question: How do we help create positive institutions that elevate, 

connect and then help refract our higher human strengths, like a prism, into the 

world around us?

The Mutheru project

The authors traveled to Kenya with a team of graduate students from William 

James College (Massachusetts, USA) in collaboration with the Kimo Wellness 

Foundation, to explore the impact of a strengths-based curriculum and health 

and hygiene project at the Mutheru Primary School in Murang’a county. The 

previous February we had engaged the teaching staff of the Mutheru school, 

as well as community stakeholders, in a preliminary dialogue and curriculum 

introduction.

Our program begins with the implementation of a teacher empowerment 

curriculum called Tukae Tusemesane: Let’s Sit Down and Reason Together, Enlivening 

Strengths and Community.3 The intention behind this curriculum is to elevate 

teacher strengths and to allow them to experience for themselves what they are 

being asked to teach to the learners. We then solicited feedback on methods and 

effectiveness. This feedback was integrated into the curriculum and provided a 

Kenyan perspective and voice that created a culturally relevant curriculum which 

was entitled the Kenyan Education Empowerment Project (KEEP).4 

 

Our whole-community approach views the larger community as having a critical 

role to play in improving learning outcomes, not only by holding schools and 

policy makers accountable, but also by investing in and encouraging learners’ 

performance. This approach emerged directly from our relationship with our 

colleagues from the Kimo Wellness Foundation: Kimo originally invited us to 

collaborate. They suggested that our first meeting be a community gathering at 

one of the member’s homes.

3 Tukae Tusemesane: Let’s Sit Down and Reason Together, Enlivening Strengths and Community. See: 
https://www.appreciativeaction.com/introduction/.
4 Fialkov, C., Haddad, D., Ajibose, A., Cournoyer, K. & Gowan, M. (2017, January) The Kenya Empowerment and 
Education Project, Curriculum Version 3© William James College, Newton, Massachusetts. Approved by Kenya 
Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD) 4/12/17- https://www.appreciativeaction.com/introduction/.
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Neighbors, community leaders, and pastors were invited to attend. They shared 

and embodied the values of their tribal and community leaders and were 

proud of deep histories and strengths that were tied to tradition. The pastors 

in the community offered their assistance and resources. The local ministry of 

education agreed to support our efforts with concrete offers of time for staff to 

attend information sessions and focus groups. Support from the P&G Children’s 

Safe Drinking Water Program and William James College was secured. Local 

health officers agreed to introduce the clean water initiative to the community. 

Relational resources were cultivated through these community activities with 

the intention to share and use information for action and impact. 

Through these conversations, we discovered that parents, community officials 

and the Kenyan Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD) also wanted 

traditional outcome data in order to validate that the children were learning 

and the program was effective. We realized that the creation of this kind of 

knowledge would help extend strengths outward into the world and help move 

the community forward. With institutional research support from William 

James College and our student team, we were able to gather this different 

kind of information to support the community vision. We decided to see if the 

curriculum was effective at increasing wellbeing and academic test scores in 

order to respond to the request from policy makers, parents and teachers for 

empirically based data as evidence of programmatic success. 

What is, what could be, what do we need to do?

Appreciative Inquiry has made great strides in focusing on collaborative action 

for a better future, as opposed to studying the evidence of “what is”. We submit 

that these are not mutually exclusive pursuits. It is hard to imagine asking 

appreciative, action-oriented questions about “what could be” without also 

planting some seeds in the soil of “what do we need to do” to get there. We 

wondered, “How can a school in rural Kenya create the practices of a strengths-

based education that will realize the goal of a stronger and more connected 

community, where children have elevated physical and social wellbeing and 

progress on to secondary school?”

In his eloquent review of the history of research paradigms, Ken Gergen 

discusses the potential for research to have a future-making orientation. The 

question for future-forming researchers is “not so much what people are doing, 

as what could they do otherwise to achieve a better or more viable condition of 

life. And if this otherwise could be imagined, could it be created?”5 Our goal is to 

5 Gergen, K. J. (2015) From Mirroring to World-making: Research as future forming. Journal for the Theory of 
Social Behaviour 45(3) 287–310, p. 13.
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deliberate on the value and the good that educational achievement brings, while 

supporting these changes with data recognized as the currency for change in 

Kenya’s educational system. 

Relational responsibility

Gergen describes the choices we make about the outcomes of research as matters 

of relational responsibility. Our intention was to collaborate with teachers and 

learners and simultaneously attend to the political and relational processes that 

move these actions outward into the community to create sustainable change. 

In this context, to be “relationally responsible” meant that we needed to slow 

down: everyone had an introduction, and we began all gatherings with a prayer 

or a song to acknowledge our relationships not only with the community but 

with the greater universe. Interestingly, previous research6 indicates that Kenya 

is unique in that spirituality is one of the top five strengths among Kenyans 

and, as such, it represents a central component of what is considered virtuous in 

Kenya.

The Mutheru community placed great value in the power of spiritual connection. 

Community stakeholder meetings and AI interviews also revealed that parents 

and community elders deeply value education, and that they widely recognize 

the relationship between educational achievement and economic prosperity. 

Without exception, parents articulated their deeply held wishes and expectations 

that their children would complete primary school and have the opportunity to 

continue on to secondary school. The community was eager to both be a part of 

the dialogue to create a positive vision for their child’s future and also have the 

opportunity to measure the impact of the curriculum.

The KEEP curriculum

The acronym for the Kenyan Education Empowerment Project, ‘KEEP’, suggests 

the Kiswahili word kutunza, “to take care”. The KEEP curriculum embraces 

this concept of taking care, to strengthen communities through the voices 

of Kenyan teachers and youth leaders. While interventional in nature, our 

purpose in administering the KEEP curriculum in Murang’a County was not to 

solve participants’ problems, but to engage participants in a creative process, 

intertwined with community relationships and wrapped in collective safety and 

trust. 

6 McGrath, R.E. (2014) Character Strengths in 75 nations: An update. Journal of Positive Psychology, 1-12, 
doi: 10.1080/17439760.2014.888580
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The KEEP curriculum facilitates social-emotional learning through dialogically 

based classroom lessons, opportunities for self-reflection, and conversations 

that extend beyond the classroom into the community. It is designed to expand 

dialogue and narratives about each child’s character strengths (Peterson & 

Seligman, 2004), deepening the community understanding of the origins and 

manifestations of their collective strength stories.

For example, when the curriculum was originally developed, it invited students 

to break up in pairs to engage in an inquiry about strengths. Given that English 

was the language used in the classroom, the conversations were initially done in 

English. While the children appeared to be engaged, there was a dramatic change 

in level of participation when one of the Kenyan educators invited the children to 

speak, not in English, but in their mother tongue, Kiswahili.

The curriculum is divided into three units that involve the acknowledgement 

of individual strengths, sharing of individual strengths with others and putting 

strengths into practice in the community. Units One and Two provide a foundation 

for self-reflection, listening and respect for others and the ways these skills 

enhance a sense of connection and trust among learners. These units teach 

a vocabulary of strengths.7 For example, a homework assignment instructed 

learners to discuss with their caregivers the origin of their strengths, where 

they came from and who else in the family or community had similar strengths. 

Learners were encouraged to share with their peers a story about the origin of 

their strengths.

Stories of strength

Given the central and collectivist role that family plays within rural Kenyan 

communities, stories memorializing the emergence of individual character 

strengths were easily told and retold. For example, several pre-adolescent 

children described helping their parents and siblings to keep their homes safe by 

scaring away small predator animals; in so doing, they described the satisfaction 

of feeling efficacious and strong.

Taking up this important guardian role and, in some cases, being asked 

by a parent to help siblings in this way allowed the child to demonstrate 

character strengths such as: bravery, civic duty and perspective. Hearing their 

parents endorse their strength stories allowed children to take ownership of 

their strengths and recognize that membership in family and community is 

appreciated.

7 See www.viacharacter.org.
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In a similar way, some children discovered their capacity for kindness when 

assisting elders in navigating the steep mountain paths to their homes. Like the 

defense of the home against animals, assistance to the elderly was described 

in such a way that the challenges of the rural Kenyan environment provided 

a context for the enactment of a strength that had value not only for the 

individual, but also for those who were helped.

The actions taken and particular instances of strengths discovered and 

demonstrated were often recounted with some measure of reticence, perhaps 

for fear of appearing overly boastful. However, corroboration by parents, 

teachers, and key members of the community affirmed the children’s stories and 

reinforced their collective meaning. The experience of a proud parent endorsing 

their behavior was beneficial in lending affirmation to the child’s voice and sense 

of efficacy.

Unit Three focuses on building upon and carrying forth strengths, while also 

extending them to peers, families and the whole community. We were uplifted 

by how the students responded to a homework task that instructed them to 

interview their parents about their self-identified strengths. We were unsure 

as to whether they would even complete the assignment and were pleasantly 

surprised to discover that this part of the curriculum deeply engaged the 

families.

Strength spreading

Students reported that, when they went home and interviewed their parents, 

they heard new stories about where strengths were situated in their family’s 

history. Students expressed feelings of connection to their families and had 

the opportunity to reclaim their histories in new and empowering ways. Civic 

engagement and responsibility, identifying strengths among friends and 

teachers, and the role of audience through the process of “strength spreading” is 

emphasized during this final unit.

All stakeholders, parents, community leaders and Kenyan education officials 

were invited to a community gathering to observe the “strength presentations” 

that each class created. These took the form of song, dance, art, drama and 

storytelling. Local community voices were encouraged to comment on what they 

had experienced, and the feedback enlarged the community’s evolving story. 

After witnessing the event, family members and community leaders contributed 

by sharing their own strength stories, relating long-held family narratives about 

the value of education and beliefs that spoke to their understanding that the 

future of their community was the education of their children.
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Measuring impact

Wellbeing

We chose the KIDSCREEN-278 as our metric for wellbeing with a pre-test/

post-test design. The KIDSCREEN assesses outcomes across five dimensions 

that comprise Health-Related Quality of Life (HRQoL): physical wellbeing, 

psychological wellbeing, autonomy and parents, peers and social support, and 

school environment. We concluded that the youngest learners benefit most 

from the intervention. Among the youngest participants in the study, females 

showed the most increase in subjective, psychosocial wellbeing as a result of the 

curricular intervention. This finding has the potential to inform investigators 

about possible windows of opportunity during emerging adolescence. The 

growing body of international research has found differential HRQoL levels 

between children and adolescents, with higher levels associated with younger 

individuals. Developmentally targeted interventions focused on social-emotional 

learning might be most effective in helping an individual cultivate subjective 

wellbeing.

Academic Performance

We compared standard subject test scores for 128 learners in Standard 6–8; 

the subjects included math, English, Kiswahili, science and social studies. 

Learners achieved scores from 0–100, with a total maximum score of 500 on 

the cumulative value of the subject tests. The first data set was gathered at the 

beginning of the school term in May 2017, and the second set was gathered after 

the implementation of the two-week intervention. Our findings indicated that 

mean scores on the standard exam increased significantly.9

Learners performed significantly better academically after they had experienced 

the strengths-based curriculum. This data was presented by members of the 

Kimo Wellness Foundation, an advocacy group dedicated to elevating community 

wellbeing, to the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD) and the 

National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) to 

develop policy that is attuned to the needs of Kenyan learners and stakeholders, 

thus refracting their strengths outward into larger contexts. 

8 Ravens-Sieberer, U., Herdman, M., Devine, J., Otto, C., Bullinger, M., Rose, M. and Klasen, F. (2014) The 
European KIDSCREEN Approach to Measure Quality of Life and Well-being in Children: Development, current 
application, and future advances, Quality of Life Research: An International Journal of Quality of Life Aspects of 
Treatment, Care & Rehabilitation, 23(3), 791–803.
doi:10.1007/s11136-013-0428-3
9 Time 1 (M = 262, SD = 39.8) and Time 2 (M = 282, SD = 45.3); t= -12.569, p < .001.
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Insights

Engage custodians of tradition and culture

The sustainability of positive education depends on teachers and mentors as 

agents of positive change. Pervasive buy-in is needed, which is possible only if 

education is culturally relevant, sustainable and passionately administered by 

educators who understand its potential to bring about change. Kenyan curricula 

expert, Marcella Mwaka10 reminds us that no education reform is likely to 

succeed without the active participation and ownership of teachers.

Kenyan educational scholar Damaris Parsitau’s11 research seeks to shine light 

onto the issue of education girls in her native Maasai culture. She suggests that 

one must also engage the custodians of tradition and culture and leverage the 

roles of multiple actors to make an impact on education. Parsitau writes that 

spiritual and community leaders are thought leaders and opinion shapers, and 

we need to focus on community-led solutions and leveraging the power of these 

critical stakeholders. As a part of our attempt to engage community leaders in 

the dialogue, we helped to organize and facilitate a community Youth Leadership 

Initiative that invited emerging leaders to participate in the KEEP education 

and health program. We saw this as a way to make the program sustainable and 

further refract strengths outward into the community. 

Some of the youth leaders had themselves been learners at the Mutheru Primary 

School. Some had gone on to secondary school, while others continued with their 

education and completed teaching or law certificate programs. When parents 

of Mutheru students were able to witness the accomplishments of these youth 

leaders it served as a dramatic example of what the future might hold for their 

own children.

When IPOD-inspired researchers magnify and elevate these stories, the potential 

for future forming research is activated. Kamweti, a youth leader, reflected that 

the leadership group created positive change in the community:

We have become mentors of many children, and many parents want 
their children to copy our behaviors. This has been reflected in school 
performance. 

10 Mwaka, M., Nabwire Kafwa, V., Kemboi Musamas, J. and Kyalo Wambua, B. (2013) Journal of Education and 
Practice, ISSN 2222-1735 (Paper) ISSN 2222-288X (Online), (4(4)..
11 Parsitau, D.S. (2017) Engaging the Custodians of Tradition and Culture: Leveraging the role of multiple actors 
in Maasi girls’ education. Echidna Global Scholars Program – Policy Brief, (2017, November) Center for Universal 
Education at Brookings.
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The emergence of youth leaders and teachers open to innovation and change is 

an inspirational sign of progress in a nation where the educational system had 

for years been shaped by an authoritarian teaching style, an artifact of teaching 

philosophies prevalent when African school systems were organized under 

British rule.

Embrace a broad interpretation of research

Our findings contribute to the growing body of international research concerning 

the dynamic nature of character strengths, wellbeing and academic achievement, 

and the importance of a thorough consideration of development, gender and 

community context. The KEEP curriculum focuses on physical and social-

emotional wellbeing, which require character strengths such as self-regulation, 

compassion, empathy, hope and persistence. The curriculum also emphasizes 

self-reflection and the ability to think aloud. Perhaps most importantly, true 

social and emotional learning’s highest outcome is to find one’s voice and speak 

one’s feelings and beliefs without fear.

Through our collaborative work in the Mutheru School community we have 

experienced the dynamic and bi-directional nature of learning. We have been 

both learners and teachers. We learned that it is vital to step aside and let the 

process take on cultural relevance for the community. We learned that a useful 

way to move strengths outward into the larger world is to embrace a broad 

and rich interpretation of research, one that provides traditional outcome data 

alongside the active achievements of the community. In his village, Kamweti, 

who is now called kiongozi, which means leader, reflects: Our success is a 

journey, not a destination. It’s not what you get that makes you successful; 

rather it is what you are continuing to do.
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