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A Conversation with Fenwick English: Standards Without Standardization
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Though many professional organizations (AASA, NAESP, NASSP, etc.) have a stake in the standards
movement as we know it in education administration, no two professional organizations have more to
gain or loose in the movement than the organizations representing preparation programs and the indi-
vidual professors within insitutions preparing today’s school leaders (NCPEA & UCEA). Fenwick W.
English, currently a Distinguised Professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, is an
outspoken critic of the standards for educational leaders developed by the Interstate School Leaders
Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) and the Educational Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) accredi-
tation process. In the following conversation with Fenwick English, the executive directors of NCPEA
and UCEA pose several important and critical questions of interest to the membership of both organi-

zations.

Fenwick English presented a paper at the re-
cent UCEA conference in Pittsburgh, highlighting his ob-
jection to the current review process used by the Educa-
tional Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) as part of
the National Council of Accreditation of Teacher Educa-
tion (NCATE) program review.

English’s paper was also disseminated to the
membership of UCEA and presented to the NCPEA Ex-
ecutive Board for discussion. Because both the UCEA
Board and NCPEA Board thought the issues raised merit
further discussion and dialogue, Creighton and Young
thought it approprfate and helpful to invite English to fur-
ther clarify his stance. This discussion is meant to foster
the dialogue, but does not represent the position of ei-
ther NCPEA and UCEA. The questions to English and
his responses hopefully will be of interest to the readers
of NCPEA Education Leadership Review.

Ted to Fenwick:

“You have stated your concern with the ELCC
process includes standards with standardization, and
prefer a situation where we have standards without stan-
dardization. Can you elaborate on this issue, and per-
haps point to ancther profession which has standards
without standardization?”
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Fenwick:

“The ELCC standards are centered on what are
called “candidate proficiencies,” which is a standardized
list of attributes of school leaders derived from some very
limited empirical research, a lot of craft knowledge vali-
dated by practitioners through consensus procedures em-
ployed by ETS, and concepts from TQM (total quality
management). The standards are undeniably centered
on efficiency. The only way they “fit” is to limit the vari-
ance found within schools, otherwise no standardized list
would be adequate. Gary Anderson’s analysis (2001)
shows how responses on the SLAA have been “dumbed
down” and that a candidate who sees too many nuances
ends up being “at risk.” Joe Schneider and Honor Fede,
the administrators of the ELCC (Educational Leadership
Licensure Council) gave a Power Point presentation in
March 2002 to the NPBEA clearly showing how the ELCC
standards via NCATE treat program variance, driving out
foundational courses such as history and philosophy.
Standardized leaders can be produced with a standard-
ized curriculum. This is what | mean by efficiency cen-
tered. Another word for “standardization” is uniformity.
That is where the ELCC standards take us. To have stan-
dards without standardization one thinks of law and medi-
cine. One wants competent lawyers and doctors without
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reducing the complexity of the challenges facing those
professions. The nature of the knowledge bases of those
applied fields has a much longer history than educational
administration and they have established a tradition of
change within their knowledge bases that is different from
ours. Much of the “progress” in medicine, for example,
has occurred “out of the knowledge base” of the time. In
law there is always the possibility of a Brown v. Board of
Education type decision which overturns everything that
came before it and leads to a whole new data base of
case law. There is no such recognition of the ELCC or
NCATE about this with educational leadership.”

Michelle to Fenwick:

“As we are certain you are aware, the purposes
of accreditation review include measurements of program
quality as well as mechanisms for program improvement.
Your statement indicates that you do not see the ELCC
review of educational leadership preparation programs
for NCATE as realizing either of those purposes. If this is
so, could you describe with more detail the impact you
see this process having on educational leadership pro-
grams?

Fenwick:

“l don't think that the ELCC standards have much
to do with “quality.” Rather, they are measures of conform-
ance to a standardized list of attributes produced by a po-
litical process with a political agenda. | participated in the
early drafts of the NPBEA documents when | worked at
NASSP (National Association of Secondary School Princi-
pals) with their curriculum advisory committee. All of the
content proposed at that point in the area of curriculum,
which included key ideas from critical theory, were ultimately
erased from the documents finally produced by CCSSO
{Council for Chief State School Officers) later. it was at that
juncture that the effort was thoroughly rinsed in the TQM
(total quality management) ideology popular at the time.
The “standards” today are efficiency (cost) centered. One
of the tragedies is that the TQM ideology is seen as “scien-
tific” and “neutral” instead of being what it is—centered on
cost reduction where quality is defined as “cheaper.” The
proponents are suffering from historical amnesia. They are
living in some sort of “value free” world which doesn’t exist
anywhere. They want better schools instead of different
schools. The schools are failing about one-third of the stu-
dents they now serve. To make them better at that is an
oxymoron.

The ELCC standards embrace no new ap-
proaches and no new theoretical foci. The conceptual
framework the standards embody is Frederick Taylor's
“job de-skilling” in new guises. The standards debase
theory because they don't offer any new theory. As they
are applied to programs of educational leadership, the
application process drives out diversity because effi-
ciency is its own end. The impact on universities who are
preparing educational leaders will be to produce candi-
dates who are proficient in some aspects of administra-
tive skills, but who are theoretically blind and incapable
of critical reflection outside the radius of efficiency. The
homogenization of educational leadership programs will
lead ultimately to its privatization off the university cam-
pus and its complete debasement as a profession.”

Ted to Fenwick:

“We all agree that departments of educational
leadership are collections of individuals and standards
“decreed from on high” rarely have a significant impact
on teaching and learning unless the major focus is cen-
tered on the individual professor within the organizational
unit. Assuming you are correct in asserting that the imple-
mentation of standards can drive out diversity and cre-
ativity and will lead to the homogenization of educational
leadership programs, | pose the same questions to you
that Jennifer O’'Day asked in her recent article on Ac-
countability and School Reform (Harvard Education Re-
view, Fall 2002): (1) How will the standards movement
reach beyond the collective level of colleges and depart-
ments to mobilize. such changes among individuals and
{2) What conditions need to be in place for this connec-
tion to occur?”

Fenwick:

“What's different about this “standards” approach
is that it is tied to the policing function via NCATE. And
NCATE brings with it an “inspection” that is quite differ-
ent than practiced in the past. The inspection involves
having to demonstrate via a “matrix” placed in a linear
chart, how each ‘standard’ or ‘indicator’ is indexed to the
existing course structure. That is “up front and personal”
and each professor must respond. The linkage must be
traceable via course syllabi, assignments, and evalua-
tion tools such as grading rubrics. This level of connec-
tivity is “tight” by comparison to former methods. In this
case, the nature of the standards becomes critical. If the
standards embrace certain values they can drive out other
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values. | think the standards are fundamentally flawed
and they don’t even recognize any research or scholar-
ship that is not “standard centered.”

Michelle to Fenwick:

“Many faculty consider the ELCC standards to
be an adequate set of “minimum standards” for school
leaders. Viewing standards this way would suggest that
program faculty would ensure their programs enable lead-
ers to meet these standards as well as master other
knowledge, skills, etc deemed important by the faculty.
Do you agree with this perspective?”

Fenwick:

“It's only minimal if you agree with the model
and assumptions on which the standards are based. I've
argued that this model reproduces the status quo. It of-
fers nothing new because the advocates eliminated any
new possibilities with their theoretical assumptions which
are at least 30 years old or older. This model won’t elimi-
nate the achievement gap. It's insensitive culturally. It's
authoritarian and works against true democratic partici-
pation in schools. The only change it permits are those
alterations which reinforce the content and biases within
its borders. This is not a neutral model, nor is it scien-
tific. Much of what it endorses is craft knowledge without
any empirical support. It's not that it is wrong, it's just
inadequate, not even minimal.”

Michelle to Fenwick:

Your responses to our previous queries commu-
nicate a large degree of skepticism regarding the current
review of educational leadership programs by the ELCC.
Assuming you consider the accreditation review of edu-
cational leadership programs an important tool for pro-
gram improvement, do you have suggestions for the
ELCC, NCATE or any other organization that provides
program reviews that you believe would be more likely to
lead to a quality and helpful review?

Fenwick:

Accreditation review could lead to program im-
provements if the criteria were different than the ones
embraced by ELCC. To do that we will have to re-open a
theoretical discussion which was closed off very early by
Joe Murphy and others at the nationai level. Joe’s bi-

ases are deeply embedded in the standards. He basi-
cally trashed critical theory, gender studies, cultural stud-
ies and postmodernism in his 1999 AERA invited address
as “academic trophy hunting.” What does that leave us
with? The status quo or what Joe has called “school im-
provement models.” We are batk to where we started.
To have accreditation do something other than assess,
reward and punish compliance to a singular set of “uni-
versal” standards, they would ‘have to be theoretically
open to multiple perspectives. They would have to em-
brace the idea that there are multiple sources of truth
and therefore multiple ways to do things rather than a
singular way to think about schooling. We would have to
put “context” back into our ideas of leadership instead of
de-contextualing it. A true “quality” review would be an
examination of multiple ways of truth seeking and mul-
tiple combinations and responses not defined by a sin-
gular efficiency centered modei. Such an approach wouid
encourage theoretical, conceptual, and ultimately opera-
tional diversity where now we are hell bent for'a singular
vision of quality that serves as a Procrustean Bed and
punishes diversity. it is happening to us now. it repre-
sents an agenda of de-skilling and de-professionalization.

Ted to Fenwick:

“You are an active member of both NCPEA and
UCEA. Our final question relates to the role these two
higher education organizations shouid play in the stan-
dards dialogue? What would you really like to say to our
organizations and can you suggest ways NCPEA and
UCEA can influence and impact authentic change and
reform of leadership preparation programs?”

Fenwick:

Right now, neither UCEA nor NCPEA are repre-
sented on the ELCC, the sub-unit that the NPBEA has
vested with the actual review of higher education pro-
grams. Professors are not represented on the ELCC be-
cause there is an organizational fee to engage in the re-
views($25,0007). This amounts to “evaluation for hire”
and is a dangerous precedent. It introduces significant
bias into the review process where those programs be-
ing evaluated have no peers involved. Think about it. The
rejection rate by ELCC so far is about 50%. This is way
out of kilter. Are half the programs in the country low qual-
ity? | think not. The role our two higher education asso-
ciations play should be to ensure that the ELCC is run
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impartially and neutrally because it is engaging in the test these conditions until they are changed. And we must
regulatory function. The current Executive Director of press hard to change the actual standards themselves.
ELCC, Joe Schneider of AASA, has been very negative

about those programs ELCC evaluates. NPBEA cannot Fenwick English is a Distinguished Professor at
afford the kind of biased statements he has made against the University of North Carolina at Chapel! Hill, and can
higher education to continue without raising fundamen- be contacted at: <

tal issues regarding the impartiality of the regulatory func-

tion being seriously compromised. | think of the phrase, tenglish @ email.unc.edu

“Let's bring the guilty parties in and give them a fair trial”
captures it completely. We must have absolute confidence Note: Fenwick English’s complete article on the ELCC

that the regulatory process is untainted by personal bi- and NCATE accreditation process may be found on the
ases or conflicts of interest being present. This is not NCPEA web page at: www.ncpea.net (link is on the front
now the case. Both our associations must publicly pro- page, bottom left).

Time to Renew your NCPEA Membership ?

To continue receiving complimentary copies of the NCPEA Education Leader-
ship Review, you must be a current member of the National Council of Profes-
sors of Educational Administration (NCPEA). Please be reminded than NCPEA
annual dues cover August to August.

Individual billings will not be sent in the regular mail (to reduce mailing costs).
The easiest way to renew your membership is to log on to the NCPEA Web site
at: www.ncpea.net, select “join NCPEA” and print-out the membership renewal
application and send to the executive office address below. The credit card op-
tion is also available.

Important Reminder: Individuals in attendance at the NCPEA Burlington Con-
ference are paid in full for the 2002-2003 year. Individuals submitting dues
payments after August 1, 2002, are also paid for the 2002-2003 year. Only
those not attending the Burlington Conference and not submitted dues by Au-
‘gust 1, 2002 need to renew dues at this time.

Contact the NCPEA Executive Office with additional questions regarding NCPEA
membership:
NCPEA Executive Office
Sam Houston State University
 Campus Box 2119
Huntsville, TX 77341
Phone: 936-294-4981
creitheo @shsu.edu
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