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Memo to:
Leadership Theory Students

From:

Casey Hurley

Re:

EDL 612 Class Aesthetic Experiences

Welcome to EDL 612, Leadership Theory.  One of the activities in this class is a series of aesthetic experiences students bring to class. The reason I do this is not obvious, so I take this opportunity to explain my rationale.  

When I got the idea for doing aesthetic experiences, I was watching CBS Sunday Morning.  They showed a segment about a little town in Nebraska, where community members performed Handel’s Alleluiah Chorus each Christmas season.  They showed the people practicing between working on the farms and in the offices and factories.  At the end, they broadcast a few minutes of the performance.  Absolutely stunning—it was incredible, and I thought, “This is what I want my students to understand.  They need to understand the power and beauty of common people working together.  This is what people are capable of, and we need leaders who have a vision of the beauty of this music and this community effort.” 

Since I started asking students to engage in aesthetic experiences, few have questioned the value of these activities. Most students just accept them as novel ways to spend class time. But I had an experience recently, which helped me understand why I have continued to ask students to bring aesthetic experiences into class.  Until that experience I only had a “feeling” that these activities were valuable. My experience as a high school administrator taught me that leaders deal with a wide range of human vices and virtues, and I believed graduate classes spent too much time on the vices. Therefore, I wanted to balance class by bringing in human virtue, beauty, and nobility, as well as human vice and inadequacy.

Recently, I watched Good Morning America, which reported that the parents of Matthew Shepard, the Wyoming college student who was beaten and tied to a fence to die, asked the court not to give the death penalty to the convicted killer. The prosecuting attorney described the court room scene as one where Mr. Shepard gave a powerful fifteen minute presentation—one he will never forget. He said the jurors were crying, and the court reporter had a hard time recording. 

I thought to myself, “Why were these people crying? Why was everyone so moved?” The answer is that they were witnessing a beautiful act of human compassion. Right before their eyes, this common man was demonstrating our nobility and our potential for understanding and forgiveness. 

This is why we do aesthetic experiences. Leadership is about asking common people to reach for their human potential.  It is about helping people find their nobility, their generosity, compassion, love, and caring for others.  Think about those jurors listening to Mr. Shepard’s plea. After deliberating about this horrible crime and the unspeakable baseness and hatred of the attackers, they are confronted with this magnificent man, asking that his son be remembered as a tolerant, forgiving person. That is why they were crying.  They were not crying because of the horrible thing that happened to Matthew. They were crying because of the beautiful act they were witnessing. 

Warren Bennis has written, "Managers do things right, but leaders do the right thing."  This maxim looks at leadership as a matter of leading an organization down a satisfactorily moral path.  Although I agree that effective leadership is grounded in a strong sense of what is right and wrong, I do not find this to be a huge revelation to my graduate students.  Most of you are already familiar with the moral questions educational leaders deal with on a daily basis -- What is best for this child in this situation?  For the long term?  For the short term?  What will this mean for how we deal with similar situations in the future?  Will this make us a stronger organization, or a weaker one?  Will we become more of a community or less of one?  How will this affect our parents and students?  Which parents and students will be disadvantaged?  Which ones advantaged?  Is this what we want?  Leadership is a moral activity, but because your professional lives are already full of these questions, I have searched for a less obvious, but equally fundamental perspective to explore in this course.   

A perspective that few people see, but one that also explains important leadership principles, is an aesthetic one.  My maxim for this perspective is: "Managers deal with human vice, leaders search for human potential."  I believe that the best way to learn how to create an environment where people strive to reach their professional potential is to experience and explore human creativity and understand what it means to be a self-actualized human being.  This is where the arts and our sense of aesthetics comes in.  The arts ask us to explore our humanness and to participate in the rich world of human aesthetic experience.  

Let me explain the maxim, starting at the beginning.  The purpose of management is to minimize the damage people do to each other because we can be spiteful, vengeful, bitter, and weak. We recognize these human tendencies, so we make rules in organizations. And then we expect managers to enforce the rules. Managers sometimes respond to this kind of work by developing “shells” around themselves so they do not become bitter, spiteful, envious, and weak, themselves. Others succumb to their environment and their worlds become infected with human vice. I guess we need these people, and those of you who seek to become managers should ask yourselves, “How do I confront these managerial expectations?  Am I happy with my management behavior, with myself as a manager?”

Leaders, on the other hand, are concerned with the positive and beautiful aspects of our humanity. As the Jamaicans would say, they “big you up.” Think about this distinction as you deal with people in your school. Who are the managers? Who are the leaders? Who, if anyone is asking you to overcome your vices and demonstrate your virtues? Who has the right to ask this of you?  In this course we will seek answers to these and other questions, and one of the ways we do this is through aesthetic experiences, which bring us face-to-face with our human potential.   

On this website I have included a syllabus, a sample in-basket item for role playing, and some universal themes to help you find an aesthetic experience to share in this class. Sometimes students share some very powerful aesthetic experiences, some of which are personal in nature, while others are more professional.   The themes I suggest are designed to help you think about some of the ideas that have often been expressed in different aesthetic ways.  Maybe this will prompt you to think about an experience you would be willing to bring to class. 

If you have questions, please e-mail me at churley@wcu.edu, or churley5559@earthlink.net.

