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On the subject of the English Major in the next five 

years I feel my guess is as good as anyone's. Many of my 

remarks wil 1 sound pessimistic. It is the penchant of our 

profession to find "garlic and sapphires in the mud," smell 

the gar] ic and overlook the sapphires. But times are bad. 

The first question, I suppose, is whether we'll still 

have an English Major in five years. Will its growing list of 

unemployable graduates render it no longer marketable? Will 

dwindling graduate admissions reduce it to a pre-graduate 
II II • th. b d d _program wr rn some roa er epartment? Will it be absorbed 

Into the School of Cross-Disciplinary Studies? Will it go the 

way of the Humanities Program and simply be dispensed with? 

These questions do not involve quite such frivolous hyper

bole as may at first be thought. The Chairman of my Department 

speaks regularly of the need to preserve English as a Liberal 

Art. Its continued existence is threatened from within and 

without. The increasing emphasis within the universities on 

elective, non-major programs (1 ike the University of Minnesota's 

Bachelor of Elective Studies) and cross-disciplinary departments 

and majors need not necessarily, but nevertheless can threaten 

the English major as we know it. Similarly, our ow"n""efforts to 

broaden the major by such things as cross-disciplinary courses 

independent studies, folklore, and "re11evance 11 orientation ma/ 

be a key to survival in one sense but may also undermine the 

conception of English as a Liberal Art with a definable tradf
tion, history and subject matter of its own. 

There are some hard facts in the midst of the questions, 

however; the trick is to get these facts to provide answers. 

First, the number of English majors is in decline, and the 1, 

number of non-majors being served {at least by the UM English 

Department) is a 1 so dee 1 in i ng. These dee 1 i nes can I ead to 

budget reductions, hence reductions in faculty and curriculum, 

and in turn to more reductions in the students we draw. A 
vicious cycle. 

Second, Liberal Arts programs have traditionally been less 

successful in attracting funding than technical and medical 
disciplines, and this trend accelerates. 
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Third, a more general consideration. The recent report of 

the Census Bureau indicates that the average age of the nation 

will rise dramatically in the next decade and through the rest 

of this century. This wil 1 have a profound effect on education. 

That effect is already being felt in the pub] ic schools, where, 

for example, the decline in numbers of secondary age students 

has resulted in a reduct ion of the number of secondary English 

teachers in the Minneapolis system for next year. 

How we respond to this probable increase in demand for 

adult education could be important. I might mention that as 

a first tentative step we have taken toward coping wJ.th this 

new phenomenon,we (at the University of Minnesota) shall be 

inaugurating an MA in English program through night Extension 

classes, beginning next year. 

Rather than trying to discuss the future of the English 

major in these general terms, however, I wi 11 narrow my remarks 

to some aspects of curriculum planning at the University of 

Minnesota. 

The present requirement for an English major is ten courses, 

to include one Shakespeare course. It has been our pol icy to 

rely heavily on our advising program to steer students into the 

kinds of courses best suited to their objectives. We have tried 

to keep requirements and prerequisites to a minimum. I should 

point out that the vast majority of our majors take far more 

than the minimum number of courses -- some more than double it. 

I. 
Essentially, the design 
Lower Division courses. 
courses (in periods and 
potential majors and to 

of our curriculum is as follows: 
These are mainly introductory 

genres) designed to prepare 
appeal to non-majors. 

2. Upper Division courses, for juniors and seniors. These 

courses are mainly in "topics" or "figures." In the near 

future,year-long surveys of British and American literature 

will probably be offered at this level. 

3. Joint Upper Division and Graduate courses. These are 
mostly period courses. Heretofore, far too many of our 

courses have, in my opinion, been offered at this level, 

and the future should see a major move in the direction 

of separating undergraduate and graduate instruction. 

Some features of our curriculum which may be of interest 
include: 
1. "Free Courses" These are courses not 1 isted in the cata

logue with special subjects deemed most suitable for only 

periodic offering. Enrollment is I imited, and they some

times constitute seminars. Topical subjects can be treated 

here, and topics or combinations of figures which do not 
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fit easily into existing course structures can be presented 
in this way. We offer about 35 such courses a year, and 
they add much variety to our undergraduate offering. 

2. "English Quarter" This is a 16 credit course, the equiv
alent of four regular courses. Its subject matter is 
usually broad. It remains primarily 1 iterary, but may 
include cross-disciplinary studies. The student takes 
nothing else during this quarter, so that scheduling may 
be flexible. The class may meet as a whole or in groups; 
it wil 1 read, observe other media presentations, do 
projects, visit galleries or museums, etc. There are forty 
students, two professors and two graduate assistants. 

3. Individually supervised courses in independent study, 
directed reading and directed instruction are other 
innovations of recent ~ears. 

Some discernible trends within our curriculum include: 
l. In general, a movement toward much more diversity, with 

such new courses as Autobiography ~nd Popular Fiction, and 
especially through the "free courses." 

2. The strengthening of existing areas, notable creative 
writing, various kinds of expository and technical writing, 
and criticism. 

3. The broadening of our curriculum and faculty into new areas,
with new specialists in folklore and in minority 1 iterature 
(to be shared with the Afro-American Studies Department). 

4. The attempt to shift class sizes to either the 11 large 
lecture" or "small ciass" categories, with fewer in the 
awkward middle range. 

A further changing trend may be discernible in the students l 
themselves. First, there seems to have been the inevitable 
reaction away from the 11New Critical" mode of the 'fifties. 
The new interest seems to be not in relevance (now totally out 
of favor with students and faculty) but in social, historical 
and autobiographical influences in literature. Second, some 
of my col leagues join me in detecting a marked decrease in the 
desire for discussion. In the late60 1 s there was a wave of 
emphasis on "relevance" and "relating"--students wanted classes 
to be discussions, seminars, even T-groups. These forms are 
probably far more demanding than teachers or students at first 
realized, and demand a great deal of preparation by students 
and teachers to be successful. Too often they were 1 iable to 
become superficial bull-sessions. Students now frequently 
voice a desire for hard information, and even want lecture 
rather than discussion. 
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S. I. Hayakawa may not be completely right in what he 
said on campus recently about change in the students ("they 
wash, they wear clean clothes, they want to study"),but there 
has been a change, I think. Partly, they are sobered by their 
environment. What worries them, and us, is what they'll do 
when they graduate. The English (or Liberal Arts) major has 
always been a beautiful but useless thing. In the past, those 
who could not get well-paying jobs could always go into teaching 
or to graduate school. Both these avenues are now almost 
closed. 

I would guess that the resultant situation could threaten 
the English major. English could become largely a subject 
taken by non-majors for pleasure and enrichment, or possibly 
a general preparation major. (To a large extent it is that 
already, of course. The majority of our majors do not go 
into graduate school or teaching, and the majority of the 
students we teach are non-majors.) 

So the prime concern will be to preserve the English major 
and English departments in the long run, if not in the next 
five years. The major threats are dee! ining enrollment, 
shrinking budgets, and the possibl iity of erosion of English 
as a distinct discipline. To meet these threats we have to 
guard the position of English in increasingly "vo-tech" 
(vocational-technical-professional) schools, defend· the integ
rity of English as a Liberal Art, and at the same time increase 
the appeal of English to non-majors. 

Many of us who teach English do so out of a love of the 
subject, because we believe it teaches us about 1 ife! and to 
enrich our perceptions. We are somewhat inclined to be 
arrogant about this, and to assume administrators and those in 
other departments who question what we are doing or threaten ou,r 
budgets are unenlightened, uncouth, anti-intellectual and ill it~ 
erate. We become so wrapt up in our subject that we can scarce'ly 
credit any rational and sensitive person would not perceive the 
value of what we do. But there are per-sons in the outer world 
of "telegrams and anger" who do question our priorities, and we 
must be ready to counter theirarguments. This is not to be 
defensive of English or to be apologists, but to be prepared 
to face the realities of a world our literature should teach 
us to know. 

Peter J. Reed is an associate professor of English at 
the University of Minnesota. His article was first deliver
ed as a talk at the MCTE Annual Conference this spring. 
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