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ABSTRACT

Less than a year ago, I 
participated in my first AI 
summit at my alma mater. 
In this article, I reflect on 
my AI summit experience 
from the moment I first 
received notice of the 
summit to my latest 
thoughts about using what 
I have learned in my own 
workplace. By sharing 
my reflections, I hope my 
perspective as a first-time 
AI summit participant 
helps AI practitioners in 
planning future summits.

A Participant’s Perspective

As I looked into the Argosy gymnasium at Champlain College, I started to feel 
anxious and excited about attending my very first Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
summit. I was asked to participate in the College’s first AI summit with over 400 
stakeholders including students, parents, alumni, faculty, local, state and federal 
government leaders, and community and business leaders. As an alumna and 
a local employer, I have a vested interest in Champlain and wanted to give back 
to the College. I was new to AI and the few articles that I read before the summit 
piqued my curiosity about what laid ahead over the next two days.

Pre-summit
I received an email from the Alumni Office in the early summer of 2011 
informing me that the College was planning an AI summit called ‘Building 
Partnerships for a Thriving Workforce’ and asking me to participate. My initial 
reaction to the email was, ‘ WOW!’ I couldn’t believe that they were choosing me 
to be part of such an important initiative and wanted my ideas to help build the 
future of the College. Prior to the email, I had never even heard of an AI summit 
and honestly knew very little about AI. I immediately went to the internet to read 
up on AI and the more I read, the more I realized that this summit was going to be 
productive, engaging and probably a lot of fun.

Two months prior to the summit, I was asked to tape a summit promotional 
video for the College’s website challenging people to attend. The College’s 
Career, Giving and Alumni officers knew me well from not only graduating from 
Champlain twice (’85 and ’02), but also as an active supporter and volunteer 
who loved to share my love for the school with others. The College created 
three videos that showcased different stakeholder’s points of view related to 
Champlain and the summit. In the video, I have a conversation with a future 
graduate and we talk about what makes Champlain so great and what it would 
look like in 2020. The video was a lot of fun to make, but what added to the 
experience was being allowed to dream what Champlain could be and recording 
it on film.
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The Experience of an External Stakeholder
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Soon after the video, I received a ‘save the date’ letter from the President of 
the College with a link to the summit website followed by a formal invitation 
a few weeks later. I also received several emails from the College leading up 
the summit, outlining what we would accomplish and what to expect during 
the summit. The pre-summit communications so successfully conveyed the 
importance of the summit that when the day finally arrived, I was ready for just 
about anything.

The summit
I have attended many conferences throughout my career, but I could sense that 
this one was going to be different. During registration, I could feel electricity in 
the air. We were welcomed with a beautiful breakfast and the College staff went 
out of their way to make each of us feel special and important. Everyone seemed 
to be genuinely happy, somehow knowing that we were about to be part of 
something really big. During breakfast, people chatted about their affiliation with 
the College, why they were there and what they hoped to gain from the summit. 
Even though there were 400 participants, we all shared a bond that continued 
throughout the two days.

After a hearty breakfast, College President Dave Finney kicked off the summit 
along with Summit Chair Ben Stiller, the well-respected CEO of Vermont’s 
own Green Mountain Coffee Roasters. Their active participation in the summit 
inspired the group as they set the foundation for what they hoped to accomplish 
during the summit. The AI facilitators took the stage for a brief overview of AI and 
answered questions from the participants. I was immediately put at ease by their 
warmth and enthusiasm as they walked us through the AI process.

It was evident that we all were committed to the College, but most of us had 
never met. We were asked to interview a person at our table and then introduce 
them to the group. At the end of sharing information about each other, we 
became closer as a team and established a camaraderie that assisted us with 
moving into the next phase of the summit.

Flip charts and post-it notes
We were asked to focus on five themes for growing the College. Each table was 
given a theme and asked to list as many ideas on post-it notes until all ideas were 
exhausted. The flip charts that were scattered around the perimeter of the room 
quickly became a sea of aqua, fuchsia, purple, yellow and chartreuse post-it 
notes. After all of the ideas were posted, a team leader from each theme read the 
ideas and the other teams were asked to put their ideas on post-it notes if the 
idea wasn’t already listed.

After all of the ideas were collected for each theme, we were allowed to choose 
a theme that resonated with us the most. I joined a group that mostly included 
Champlain faculty. It was exhilarating to be designing something with people 
that I would normally never have an opportunity to collaborate with outside of 
the summit. Each team dispersed throughout the building to begin designing the 
dream. However, this became a challenge because the groups were quite large 
and we had to move a few times before finding enough space to begin work. The 
time went by quickly and each group was asked to showcase their final design to 
the entire group using creative mediums such as skits, songs, news broadcasts 
or illustrations.

Building partnerships for a thriving 
Vermont

The pre-summit 
communications so 
successfully conveyed the 
importance of the summit.
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Having lost some time trying to secure enough space for our group, we were a 
little rushed at the end, but the summit illustrator was able to assist us with a 
pictorial narrative of our final design. Even with enough time, I still think we would 
want more because the ideas were flowing and we didn’t want to see it come 
to an end. After the final presentation was shared, we all left exhausted, but 
exhilarated that this was not the end, just the beginning of great things ahead for 
the College.

Post-summit
The days following the summit were rather anti-climactic – similar to the days 
after Christmas. I met some really great people, collected business cards and 
made promises to stay in touch, knowing that in all reality, the connection we had 
shared would most likely fade away. But, then something else exciting happened. 
A few days after the summit, I received an email from the College president 
thanking me for attending the summit that included a link to the post-summit 
website where I could track the outcomes from the summit.

A month later, I received another email with a link to the post-summit themes 
that were developed during the conference. What we had designed during the 
summit was now in black and white, in a document that would become the road 
map for building the future of Champlain College. The website and documents 
validated that all of the hard work we had done during the summit was taken 
seriously and that the College is committed to taking our dreams and making 
them a reality. Participating in the AI summit made me feel that I was an 
important member of the Champlain College family. Not only did it deepen my 
commitment to the College, but I am more willing to be part of future summit 
initiatives and planning sessions.

Images from a rich dialogue

Participating in the AI 
summit made me feel 
that I was an important 
member of the Champlain 
College family.
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My future with AI
Participating in the summit and remembering how engaged I felt gives me 
resolve that AI has relevance in my workplace. Working in a large government 
entity, we tend to focus on fixing problems rather than leveraging strengths. 
We do a wonderful job tracking performance metrics and quality, but don’t 
leave enough room and time for collaboration. Instead of having all levels of the 
organization dreaming and designing our future, we rely on leadership, subject 
matter experts and consultants to do it for us. AI offers a different approach to 
building a committed workforce and a successful organization. I am hopeful 
that in time, more government employees will become aware and exposed to AI, 
much like I was during the AI summit. And with time, AI will become part of our 
culture as we dream and build what the future can be.

Taking the insights from my experiences as a participant in the summit, I want 
others in my organization to feel as engaged and as excited as I did. I can make 
subtle changes in the way we look at challenges, conduct meetings or do 
strategic planning by: 

 • Engaging as many stakeholders as possible

 • Seeking collaboration

 • Modeling behavior that welcomes ideas

 • Following through on ideas that support success

Stakeholder groups in dialogue
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