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What’s an English major to do?  For all the humor implied in Garrison Keillor’s “Professional Organization of English Majors” (POEM), professional prospects in the real world can look pretty bleak for English majors -- past, present and future.  The numbers of us willing to use words like “whence” without blushing are diminishing along with our confidence in our choice to study the Humanities.

Now William Chace, a professor and college president, has expertly framed the challenges in an article published in the American Scholar (August, 2009) and widely circulated on line:   “The Decline of the English Department: How it happened and what could be done to reverse it.”  This seminal piece marks an important watershed -- finally, someone who knows what he’s talking about, has laid out the problem... “like a patient etherized upon a table.”  This is my commentary on some of his ideas.

Chace begins with the basic numbers: between 1970 and 2003, the percentage of undergraduates majoring in English dropped by almost half from 7.6% to 3.9%.  Other Humanities disciplines suffered similar falloffs:  foreign language and literature majors fell from 2.5% to 1.3%; History majors from 18.5% to 10.7%.  Meanwhile business majors increased by about the same percentage -- from 13.7% to 21.9%.

The numbers are interesting beyond being data points.  I’ve tried (off and on) for more than a decade to get this kind of information without success.  Of course I’m not a “regular” academic or a college president, but getting quantitative data from English departments is like getting poetry out of CPAs.  Most of my contacts, including at least three English department chairs, had no idea about the numbers and no idea where to look.

It’s also interesting that the most recent data Chace cites is from the 2003 school year.  Hey! this was 2009!  Why is there more than a half-decade lag in “current” data?  The biggest surprise to me is how low the starting numbers were.  Only 7.6% of 1970 undergrads were English majors?  Really? I graduated in 1968 and it was an unquestioned fact then that English was the university’s largest department.  I assumed that English majors were also the largest --  or nearly the largest -- group of graduates too.  That probably says a lot about my misperceptions (or my innocence) but I’m not alone.

*****

What are the causes for this decline? There are several, but at the root is the failure of departments of English across the country to champion, with passion, the books they teach and to make a strong case to undergraduates that the knowledge of those books and the tradition in which they exist is a human good in and of itself. What departments have done instead is dismember the curriculum, drift away from the notion that historical chronology is important, and substitute for the books themselves a scattered array of secondary considerations (identity studies, abstruse theory, sexuality, film and popular culture). In so doing, they have distanced themselves from the young people interested in good books.
Chace is right on all counts.  In 1968 “my” English department (at Miami of Ohio) was competing only with a nascent American Studies program for these kinds of students.  American Studies was a good program but we “true” English majors spurned it -- it was for slackers (a word that didn’t gain prominence for decades, but a concept always around on college campuses) who didn’t want to read all the stuff we had to read.

We had many fewer questions about “traditions” and canons.  We could dicker about whether we liked Donne or Milton more, but we knew we had to read both of them.  Same thing with Elizabethan and Restoration drama, Dickens and Thackeray, Hemingway and Fitzgerald.  Shakespeare, then as now, was a fixture -- the one essential dead white guy.

Chace argues for a return to “the basics.”  He has precedents on his side from a variety of interesting angles.  The Catholic Church has been moving to a more restrictive, more traditional, more rigid, doctrinaire faith for half a century.  Complex issues (abortion, gay marriage, etc.) are painted in black and white.  To the chagrin of those who espouse a more liberal theology, this has made the Church stronger, not weaker.  

Republicans have found strength by focusing on a small set of “core values” and excluding everyone, even members of their own party, who don’t agree with them, or who want to find “common ground” with others.  This has made “the Party of No” powerful well beyond its numbers, and well beyond its strategy of promoting itself (however hypocritically) as a “Big Tent.”

Other kinds of faith-based doctrines have seen similar results.  The Taliban, like the Catholic Church and Republicans, enforce a very strict line of what is right and what is wrong and they draw power because of, not in spite of, this focus.

Given the company, is a more rigid and rigorous return to basics the answer for English Departments? The Humanities (as faith-based as any of the above in some ways) have become disparate, unfocused and engaged with subtle distinctions that often end up becoming separate academic departments.  My daughter, a Ph.D candidate in history, recently was surprised to discover a major split in Migration Studies between those with an archaeological approach and those with an ethnographic one. I didn’t even realize their was a field of “migrations studies,” or that it somehow rested in a history department... or that there was a schism.

Call me an educational conservative (it’s been done) but I think Chace’s call to get back to English as a discipline that is about reading the “great books” written in the language is admirable.  But until we find a way to value this kind of study at some level approaching the cost (at most private colleges and many public ones, an English degree will cost well over $100,000), it is a call that will go unheard.

*****

Chace thinks that one reason for the decline of English majors is the shift from private to public education.  He asserts that public universities are more focused on “practical” disciplines like business, engineering and the sciences, and that they are more responsive to money -- faculty who can attract grant money, large classes that produce economies of scale, etc.  The ideal of a liberal education at a private college has been priced out of the market and out of the minds of many students.

Maybe.  I attended two public universities and this didn’t seem to be much of a problem.  We read about the big grants attracted by med schools and research done in science departments, but there was adequate funding for most of the things we needed to do in English. I also taught at a private college for over twenty years.  More than half the undergraduate students were business majors and the fastest growing graduate departments were in the business school.  As for money and funding, this private college was every bit as money-driven as any public school. Every building -- almost every brick -- had a donor’s name on it.  

*****

The notion that the literary humanities in particular have been at the heart of American higher education is, I think, a mirage.
Chace makes a good, historical case for this view.  He refers to “the glory years of English and American literature,”  noting that both are relatively young as academic disciplines go.  I remember doing some research on this at one point in my grad student career.  Studying “English” at major institutions (Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard) was seen as ridiculous well into the latter part of the nineteenth century:  why “study” something so obvious and so obviously inferior to the classics?  The notion that American literature was worthy of study is even more recent.  English dons and most American professors doubted if there was enough material to constitute an American “literature.”  It wasn’t even a part of college curricula until the 1920s.

The “glory years” came after World War II.  From 1940 to 1970, Chace notes, English majors “spurted up” from 17,000 to 64,000.  By the 1985-86 school year the number was back down to 34,000.  Why?  Chace suggests several reasons:  a relatively wealthy economic time when there was room to get an education that was not just about getting a job;  the influx of students on the G.I. bill who were amenable to cultural traditions and structure; a certain “innocence” about “pre-professional ambitions.”

The disruptions of the late 1960s and early 1970s put an end to much of this.  Anti-authoritarianism may have produced a lot of positive changes in American society, but it also put into question notions of tradition, canons and expertise.  The Civil Rights movement made studying work by African Americans as important as studying Dickens or Donne or Dos Passos.  The rise of feminism made reading works by female authors as important as reading anything written by a male.  The criticism of colonial legacies -- from Vietnam to Africa and South America -- made reading works by authors from colonizing countries (i.e. works written in English) less important than works by authors from the countries who had suffered under colonialism.  And the arrival on campus of many more students with immigrant backgrounds made the western canon seem less impressive.  As Chace says, “from a global perspective, the (“great”) books look smaller.”

So my sense of the dominance of English majors and English departments is skewed by the time I was a student.  64,000.  That’s was our high water mark?  It didn’t seem that way then.  From Berkeley to Boston and most points in between, it felt like everyone was either an English major or wanted to be. I would have guessed hundreds of thousands, maybe even more.  But no.

I’m engaged now in various matters related to poetry.  I continue to be surprised both at how many people write poetry (for better or worse) and at how tangential it is to most people most of the time.  When I was a student there were vigorous debates about whether poetry was replacing religion as humankind’s way of understanding ourselves.  The line seemed vague between the real poet and the real priest.  We didn’t worship Yeats, Whitman, Frost, Eliot, et als, but we spent more time with them than with the Bible, and more time in the classroom than in the chapel.  To discover these many years later that this was all an anomaly is disheartening, however revealing the information is.

*****

The English department has one sturdy lifeline, however: it is responsible for teaching composition. While this duty is always advertised as an activity central to higher education, it is one devoid of dignity. Its instructors are among the lowest paid of any who hold forth in a classroom; most, though possessing doctoral degrees, are ineligible for tenure or promotion; their offices are often small and crowded; their scholarship is rarely considered worthy of comparison with “literary” scholarship. Their work, while crucial, is demeaned.
Again, Chase hits the proverbial nail on he head.  Even back in the remote past of my undergraduate years, the English department’s primary raison d’etre was this task of teaching writing.  At Miami it was “composition” and it was a required, two-semester course for all freshman.  You didn’t get beyond the first year of college without passing English 11-12 (or, if you were somewhat talented, the advanced version, English 15-16).   I was lucky enough to get into an honors section of the advanced class and it set the stage for everything else that happened at Miami.

Most of the classes were actually taught by faculty, or so I recall.  Years later at Iowa I experienced these classes from the other side of the desk -- as an instructor.  The course at Iowa was known as “rhetoric” and it was a good program.  Both courses focused on the nuts and bolts of correct grammar and syntax and emphasized writing about readings.  Miami’s was diffuse, emphasized literature (essays, short stories, poetry).   Iowa’s was more focused, emphasized reasoning and logic. I thought Iowa’s was more effective pedagogically -- I found student writing improved if I could get them engaged in an argument they cared about.

Most instructors at Iowa did not, as Chace claims, have doctorates.  Some of us were in doctoral programs and others were students in the famous Writer’s Workshop program.   Rhetoric at Iowa had a little more cachet than some freshman writing programs because it had strong faculty behind it whose scholarship included studies on best practices for teaching writing.  But most of the instructors taught their rhetoric sections in order to “move up” to teaching a freshman literature class.  Chace is right about the crowded offices and the lack of respect:  we were the bottom of the food chain and worked in small, concrete-walled basement offices, usually shared with two or three colleagues.

One fact of my academic “career” I never understood was the lack of training for teachers of writing.  I taught writing, rhetoric and lit classes at Iowa for four years.  I taught writing classes at the University of Minnesota for three years.  I taught graduate classes at the University of St. Thomas for 22 years.  I have NEVER had any training in the pedagogy of all this.  I’ve picked up things along the way, of course, and I’ve even been recognized “for innovation and creativity in teaching.”  But In nearly 30 years I’ve never been required to get any kind of certification for the teaching I did,  and in all that time my work in the classroom has been “observed” by other faculty perhaps three or four times, all informally.

I think there was an assumption that if you were an advanced student in English, you must be not only a competent writer but also a competent teacher of writing.  This is patently untrue.  I recall being totally surprised when people suggested I use my undergraduate degree to teach writing.  No!  I was a student of literature!  I had never given much thought to any connection between being an English major and being a writer, let alone to the presumption of being able to teach others how to write.  Again, I am taken aback by my innocence.

Some of this has changed, of course, in the last 40 years.  Writing instructors today do get more preparation in how to teach and how to teach writing.  And usually they are held to at least some kind of accountability for outcomes. One thing that hasn’t changed, however, is the low pay.

When I was close to finishing my PhD work at Iowa I sent out over 150 applications for teaching positions.  There were very few nibbles.  Teaching literature was out of the question.  The best opportunities were teaching beginning writing courses at two-year colleges or at very small institutions located far away from centers of culture.  Even those jobs had dozens of applicants.  I had one place that wanted to pay me $400 a class and require that I teach a minimum of five classes a semester -- up to 30 students in each class.  Even in the 1970s that a ton of work for below starvation wages.  My final year at Iowa (1975) the top job offer for a newly minted Ph.D. was $13,000 at a small college in central Pennsylvania.  The next spring I took a job in public relations in Minneapolis.  Starting salary was $15,000 -- with very generous benefits.

I have a friend who recently changed careers. After a couple decades working in advertising (including experience as a copywriter and account executive) she became a college instructor, primarily teaching basic writing courses.  She’s been at it for more than five years now, teaching as many as four classes a semester.  She reviews hundreds of papers a month, makes less than $25,000 and has no tenure or hopes of it.  

Chace notes that it now takes an average of 11 years to earn an English Ph.D. and only half of those students find jobs.  This is discouraging enough, but my experience in the 1970s is cumulative:  It’s not just that today’s English Ph.D.s can’t find jobs -- there are 40 years of people just like them who are, or were, part of the competition.

*****

Chace bemoans the fact that, unlike other disciplines, the profession of English has no requirements, no “definable expertise.”  This, of course, is one of the reasons why English has become so disparate a field. You probably don’t need to know Anglo Saxon to teach a course in twentieth century feminist filmmaking or African American contemporary fiction.  For that matter you probably don’t need to know Milton, Pope, Defoe, Emerson, Faulkner or much else in what was once considered a “core” of being a properly certified English major.  

And you certainly don’t need to prove your expertise as a writer or teacher of writing.  (I’ve read papers by some contemporary scholars in the humanities and -- trust me -- writing is not their forte.) My wife works in the social services and she reports on the various requirements for certification and licensure in that field.  Some degrees require a couple hundred hours of “hands-on” internship experience, others 400 or 500 hours.  Once an undergraduate degree is granted and students undertake graduate work (pretty much a requirement for advancement in the field) the rules get stiffer: 700 or 800 hours of hands-on internship hours supervised in very specific ways by people holding very specific categories of degrees.

There’s nothing even close to this in the arc of receiving an English degree.  We say we value writing expertise and count it as one of the most important core skills, yet compared to other fields the requirements for certification  are loose, inconsistent and easily fudged.  There is no such thing as a “licensed writer.” 

*****

Chace’s suggestions for how to address all this sound familiar:  put less emphasis on research and publishing and more on classroom teaching; return to “the aesthetic wellsprings of literature” and teach works that “amuse, delight, and educate;” re-invigorate the sense of ongoing traditions of literature, how they came about and what they mean to us now.  He also urges a return to core books that can become common knowledge because everyone (or at least most students) will have read them.  We “need not refight the Western culture wars...(but we) need to fight (our) own book wars.”

Again I agree with him -- and would add the very important requirement that English departments ensure that their English majors are both good writers and capable teachers of writing.  But I don’t think any of this will come to pass.  In an age of texting, tweeting, constant cell phone contact, movies, videos, TV, electronic gaming and a near-universal kind of ADHD among the young, I don’t see a focus on books -- even very good books -- gaining much traction.  And if English departments divorce themselves from “auxiliary” fields they will lose currency.  Film studies, feminist studies,  GLBT studies, African-American (Latin-American, Asian-American, etc.) studies, -- may not be central to being an English major, but they are entrenched in academic curricula now and they are of more interest to young people than the books we read during “the glory years” of the 50s and 60s.

How about a different focus?  My suggestion.  Find ways to link the English major to business skills.  This may sound like anathema to many of us, but it’s way past time we got beyond the separation of the two worlds. For decades we’ve justified a liberal arts education by claiming it produces “well-rounded” students who can adapt to changing times.  Well, for most of us, working for a living is what occupies most of our time for most of our lives.  How can we claim to produce well rounded students and just ignore business skills?  Now is the time to require some kind of business sense as part of being well-rounded -- even, or perhaps especially for English majors.

A six-pack of specific suggestions:

First, require that English majors not be exempt from demonstrating quantitative reasoning skills.  Where is it written that understanding a Shakespearean sonnet makes you incapable of understanding a spread sheet?  Let’s step it up a bit and  find ways to teach both -- and require some level of proficiency in both as part of the degree. 

Second, pay more attention to the science parts of the Arts & Sciences curriculum.  Have you ever looked through the list of the Great Books and counted the ones you haven’t read?  My guess is that most of them will be on the science side.  Well rounded students today need to have at least some familiarity with everything from brain research to string theory.  Having English majors read works of science (“Great” or otherwise) would bring a different perspective to the table -- and prove valuable both to students and to future employers.

Third, make more of the writing part of being an English major relevant to the writing requirements of businesses.  Even in an online world, good writing is still valued.   Someone who can write an interesting essay on Shelley or Wordsworth should be able to write an interesting white paper or proposal.  The key is being interested in both kinds of knowledge.  Superior writing skills are still the English major’s entree to most jobs and being able to demonstrate them in the language of employers would be a key asset.

Fourth, incorporate works about business into the curriculum.  They may not qualify as great literature but it would not be difficult to create a course that would expose English majors to economic theory, business history and ideas about business practices such as quality control, managing service industries and the inside workings of signature companies.  Call it “Readings in business literature” or “Capitalism for Humanists;” require it as part of the freshman/sophomore core curriculum.

Fifth, introduce interdisciplinary course that link English departments and business schools.  We already have interdisciplinary course that link literature, history, psychology, archaeology, architecture, philosophy, etc.  Why not share faculty between the Arts & Science colleges and the business schools?  Courses in Accounting for English Majors could be balanced with courses in Poetry for Accounting Majors.

Finally, require off-campus internships.  Place English majors in some kind of “real world” context as part of their well-rounded education, and make that experience the subject of a capstone course:  what did you learn, how does it relate to your studies in English, what will you do with this knowledge and experience?  One of Chace’s goals is to move English into a more professional mode.  Students who graduate in fields ranging from medicine to social work are required to undertake (sometimes extensive) internships.  Why not English majors?

I have been engaged in this push to integrate humanities and business education for some time.  Part of my motivation is a long-standing frustration with business students who were absolutely clueless about literature and (not coincidentally) lousy writers.  But the other part is a frustration with humanities majors who knew nothing about business -- and were damn proud of it. Neither group knew what it didn’t know.

The most interesting aspect of my quest is where the resistance came from.  When I talked with teachers and administrators in business schools there was a recognition of the problem and a willingness to entertain some kind of action plan to make business majors less oblivious to the humanities.  But when I talked with English professors (and department chairs) I quickly got the silent treatment.  They seemed to think that any discussion of how to prepare English majors for the working world, or any incorporation of business school content into the English curriculum was a step off a steep cliff.  I don’t know why -- and I’m not going to speculate -- but for some reason the most absolute resistance came from female professors and administrators.

While I agree with Chace’s back-to-core-values approach to revitalizing English departments and the English major, I think that’s more of a means to an end than an end in itself.  Sure, teach a core of the Western canon, supplemented with other works that “amuse, delight, and educate.”  Let the students choose works beyond the core readings as a kind of minor or specific emphasis. But if students want to follow their passions for Film Studies, Popular Culture Studies, Afro/Asian/Latin/Gay/etc. studies, then let them do so in departments not called “English.”

I like Chace’s call for a return to studying the “intrinsic design” of English and American literature -- the themes, traditions, ideas, etc. that “give it shape.”  This seems like what an English major should be about.  As an undergraduate I was not the most focused of students, but I had a passion to get what I considered  a “good education.”  Things came together for the first time in a special two-semester seminar my senior year.  It began with Anglo-Saxon works, continued through Middle English and into the Elizabethan period, then on through the Restoration, Romantic and Victorian periods (incorporated American literature from the early 1800s on) and concluded with “modern” literature -- meaning up to about 1960.  

The course was taught in three-week segments by a rotating faculty of experts in each period.  It was challenging: a lot of work, with high standards both for the content and for writing quality.  Of the dozen or so students who began only two of us finished with full credit.  But, for the first time, I had a sense of not just having read some good books but an understanding of the history and scope of English as a language, a literature and an academic field.

That was then, this is now.  Let’s make these things a floor rather than a ceiling.  Mastering, or at least comprehending, the core content and shape of English and American literature should be the minimum expectation of an English major.  From that base we should expect at least two more kinds of expertise.

First, students should be able to demonstrate superior writing skills.  This means graduating students who are notably better than their peers at using the English language in a broad array of applications -- and can prove it by passing some kind of examination that accurately evaluates this skill. Being “certified” as an English major should include this.

Second, we should expect English majors to have a strong enough business background to bring a level of competency to their first jobs.  I’m not arguing for specific expertise (finance, manufacturing, marketing, etc.), just for students who are not clueless about how businesses work, who don’t think “corporate” is a dirty word and who welcome on-the-job training as much as their business school peers do.

Can you imagine English majors like these?  What well-run company could turn them down? What HR professional worth her position could ignore this kind of management potential? And -- cutting to the chase -- what English department could fail to prosper if it turned out this kind of “product?”

Doug Wilhide lives in Minneapolis  He is retired from overlapping careers as an advertising copywriter and creative director, as well as a teacher of “creative strategy” to both undergraduate and graduate students. He currently is working on an extensive backlog of writing projects.

The article by William Chace, “The Decline of the English Department: How it happened and what could be done to reverse it,” can be found at  http://www.theamericanscholar.org/the-decline-of-the-english-department.

