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Touching Students!

Hearts and Lives
A Holistic Approach to Leadership

There are some students
who walk into your life for a few
days but stay in your heart for a
lifetime. As the fifty-five high
school students left to get on the
bus, after the five-day Touchstone
Art of Leadership residential
camp, [ sat down and began to
cry because | knew T had been
forever touched.

I immediately thought
back to five days earlier, when
students from six different high
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schools had arrived for this
program, and [ began to wonder,
"What was it about this program
that impacted the students and
me so much? How might we
expand this initiative so that more
students and their teachers can
experience this program?”

As a lecturer for the
Intermational Center for Studies
in Creativity at Buffalo State
College, I am fortunate to assist
undergraduate students, on a

-

daily basis, in finding their cre-
ative selves, However, I find a
great deal of frustration when
freshmen enter my classroom
without skills in compassion,
problem solving, and, most
importantly, understanding
and acceptance of themselves.

[ believe that our current, main-
stream educational system—with
its standard, hierarchical class-
room atmosphere—lacks the
opportunities for students to
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learn these skills. We need to
provide more opportunities for
our students to discover and
nurture their whole selves so that
they can better develop their
psychological, mental, emotional,
spiritual, and physical well-
being. Our students need outlets
that enable them to find, love,
and express themselves. At
Leadership camp, over the course
of five days, I watched my
tamily group fall in love with
themselves. This process of
self-love does not take much,

but it does TAKE.

| believe our current, mainstream
educational system—
with its standard, hierarchical
classroom atmosphere—
lacks opportunities for students
to learn these skills.

What is it about this
program that left such a profound
impression on the students? As
the students poured off the buses
that first day, many seemed ner-
vous and anxious, unsure of what
the next week would hold in
store for them. Immediately, they
were pulled from their friends
and put into "family groups,” that
is, groups of 8-10 students from a
mix of schools. Students came
from urban, rural, and suburban
schools located in the Western
New York area. Students had
been identified and chosen by
their respective school staff as
leaders within their peer groups.

Additionally, each family

roup had two family group
leaders. Half of the family group
leaders represented traditional
educators from participating
schools. The other half consisted
of non-traditional educators with
a mastery of skills in their fields,
such as aikido, drumming,
African dance, and creative prob-
lem solving. Together, the lead-
ers formed a group of dynamic,
passionate, and thoughtful
3

educators who came to camp
because they had a genuine

love for teaching and for life.
Furthermore, they came to camp
with an openness to learn both
more about themselves and more
about the overall camp philoso-
phy that there are no “grown-ups,”
just “growing-ups.”

Each day of the program
emphasized a holistic approach
to living and learning and an
orientation toward personal
wellness and etfective, positive
leadership. The holistic approach
was meant to nurture the whole
student through mind, body, and
spirit activities. An average day
at camp consisted of journaling,
exercising, active listening, and
engaging in trust activities,
meditation, and extracurricular
activities such as African dance,
drumming, improvisation, and
origami. The staff engaged
students in a curriculum that
strongly emphasized creative and
critical thinking and that used
select tools from the creative
problem-solving process original-
ly developed by Alex Osborm and
explained in his book Applied
Imagination (the 3td edition was
published in 1963, by Scribners).
Each day, students used diver-
gent and convergent thinking
guidelines—with an emphasis on
deferral and affirmative
judgment—and tools in order
to develop personal goals, select
priorities, plan for action, and
accept personal responsibility
for their actions.

Our students need outlets
that enable them to find, love,
and express themselves.

For example, [ worked
closely with a student who
wanted to quit smoking but was
having trouble doing so. We cre-
ated a cost/benefit sheet to help
us look further into the situation.
She first brainstormed the bene-

tits of smoking —primarily, she
felt that it was “cool” and that,
by smoking, she had more control
in her life. Howewver, when she
looked at the costs of smoking,
she saw clearly that they far out-
weighed the benefits. She real-
ized, for example, not only that
smoking “cost” her financially,
but also that she was physically,
emotionally, and mentally depen-
dent on a drug. She also felt that,
as a smoker, she was a bad role
model for her younger sister. Not
surprisingly, she strengthened
her resolve to quit smoking.
Together, we created a plan of
action that would assist her in her
efforts. I would contact her
biweekly to ensure that she was
completing her action steps; how-
ever, she knew that she was
responsible for following through
on her commitment.

Taking personal responsibility
tor oneself is a critical component
of leadership. Students quickly
learned that, in order to lead oth-
ers effectively, they must first
learn to lead themselves. They
also learned that leadership not
only involves one’s taking owner-
ship and creating vision, but also
necessitates one’s working effec-
tively with others—which means
that, to be a good leader, one must
be able to communicate
well, make good decisions, and
overcome conflict through effec-
tive problem solving,

Many leadership training
programs aim to help potential
leaders understand the concepts
and outcomes described above.
What helps to make the
Touchstone Art of Leadership
Program unique is that it strongly
emphasizes family group time.
Focusing on developing a healthy
tamily group helps students cre-
ate a powertul sense of unity and
community in and among the
tamily groups. Students are
taught to defer their judgment,












