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The Weeknd’s newest album, Kiss Land, is finally
making waves in the music scene. Much like his
previously released master mixtape, Abel Tesfaye,
more widely known as The Weeknd, carries his dark
melodies and signature voice through a brooding
story of tour life and his experiences while on the
road. Although the album was released late this past
year, the one-man-band is steadily working to spread
his artistry to whoever will listen.
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The Artist and The Muse’s unsung
hero

Posted: Wednesday, November 12, 2014 2:20 pm

—BY JOEY POSTIGLIONE

Nov. 17 at the Cline library from 7 to 9 p.m., the students of Northern Arizona University (NAU) will have the
opportunity to see some of the world’s most talented and provocative artists talk about their works and the muses in
their lives that helped inspire them to make their creations.

While NAU will play host to such greats as Bruce Aiken, Ed Mell and Shonto Begay there is one other world
renowned person who is not an artist that will be there as well. Professor Norman Cornett, formerly a religious
studies professor at McGill University in Montreal Quebec, is known and celebrated for his unique approach to
education and teaching and will be there to moderate the panel.

Cornett was born in Marshall, Texas. He lived with his family until finishing high school and attended UC
Berkeley. After obtaining his undergraduate degree in French Literature, Cornett decided to skip his master’s
degree and go straight for his Ph.D. in religious studies at McGill University. At McGill, the focus of his studies
was on the connection of art and spirituality.

“I have found over the years that many artists use a form of spirituality in their works, something that helps guide
them,” Cornett said.

After graduating from his doctorate school and presenting his thesis in an unorthodox way — an experience that
no doubt foreshadowed his teaching methods — Cornett was hired as a professor of religious studies at McGill.

When he first started teaching he did it the old fashion way by giving lectures, assigning papers and
administering exams. That was the way he had been taught — the orthodox method — ever since he was in
elementary school. However, Cornett started to become disillusioned with that way of teaching. Not only was he
struggling with what to put into his lecture notes, but he started to see a frightening trend with the students. They
were becoming so stressed out that Cornett had to deal with a few students who had panic attacks while talking
to him.

“These are supposed to be the best years of your life,” Cornett said. “What was supposed to be a dream turned
into a nightmare for these kids.”

Cornett realized something needed to change not only for his sake but, for the sake of his students. So he asked
himself two important questions: how do we learn and how do we learn better? The answer to those questions is
what helped Cornett create his new philosophy on education, what has been deemed the dialectical philosophy
of teaching.

In Cornett’s new style of teaching there are no lectures, there are no exams, no papers or finals. Instead students
are shown a piece of art whether it be a piece of music or physical art, an excerpt from a book or a poem and
then asked to write down in a stream of consciousness what comes to their mind after viewing the piece. It’s
completely anonymous and you can write as little or much as you please.

Then Cornett will invite the artist into the classroom to have a conversation with students. He will read the artist,
what the students wrote about their work, good or bad, and encourages them to ask the artist whatever questions
they may have.

“The only wrong question is an unasked question,” Cornett said.

Cornett’s goal is to engage the students and get them to start thinking for themselves. A lot of former students of
Cornett still speak highly of him after many years and stay in contact with him.

“People would say, ‘what do you want us to write? You know kids are so not used to this freedom,’” said former
student Sara Gidding. “And he would just say, ‘what do you want to tell the work?’”
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Cornett’s methods are not only popular with his students but also with educators around the world who started
taking note. NAU’s own James Manley, a professor on education, had this to say on Cornett.

“Dr. Cornett influenced my own instruction in making sure students were actively engaged in course content,”
Manley said. “Dr. Cornett's methods for eliciting students and guests to learn about themselves (moral/ethical
directions) and others (we are all related) as part of integrating class objectives to students (who help define and
implement the class). (His) approach that I took ownership of was guiding students and controversial guest
speakers to take control of the themes and structure of the class.”

When Cornett visits NAU to monitor The Artist and The Muse panel he will be using his own philosophy of
teaching having two special two-hour sessions Nov. 14 where students can view the art works of Aiken, Mell and
Begay and write their own thoughts on the works. Then Nov. 17, he will read what the students wrote to the artist
and get questions from the audience.
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