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Midyear Report on the 2009—-10 MLA Job Information List

Trends in Positions Advertised in the JIL

Based on the number of jobs advertised in the October 2009 through the February 2010
issues of the JIL, we project that the number of jobs departments advertise this year will show a
one-year drop of 27.5%, to about 1,000 jobs, in the English edition and of 26.7%, to about 900
jobs, in the foreign language edition. The 2009—10 drop follows last year’s similarly steep
decline, when the number of jobs fell 24.4% in English and 27.0% in foreign languages.

Figure 1 shows the trend lines for the number of jobs advertised in the English and
foreign language editions of the JIL over the thirty-five-year period 1975-76 to 2009—10. The
figure shows how over the past two years the number of jobs advertised in the J/L has plunged
from a level near the historic high of the late 1980s to a level below that of the job crisis of the
mid-1990s. Two years ago, in 2007-08, the number of jobs approached its highest level in
almost two decades—1,826 in the English edition and 1,680 in the foreign language edition. Our
projections suggest that in 2009—10 there will be 826 fewer English jobs and 780 fewer foreign
language jobs advertised than two years ago, in 2007—08. That represents a two-year decline of
45.2% in the English edition and 46.4% in the foreign language edition—the steepest downturn
in the thirty-five-year history of our counts.

The October 2009 issues also saw a significant drop in the percentage of tenure-track
positions and a significant increase in non-tenure-track positions, compared with past years’
averages. Over the twelve years 1997 to 2008, tenure-track positions made up, on average, better
than 80.0% of all positions advertised in the October English edition and better than 75.0% of
those in the foreign language edition. This past October, tenure-track positions in both English
and foreign languages fell by about twelve percentage points, to 68.1% of the jobs in the English
edition and 62.0% of the jobs in the foreign language edition. Non-tenure-track positions, which
over the same twelve years made up on average 6.8% of all jobs in the October English edition
and 13.8% of the jobs in the foreign language edition, grew to 14.7% and 23.0%, respectively, in
2009. Figure 2 (for the English edition) and figure 3 (for the foreign language edition) show the
percentages for each of the thirteen October lists, from 1997 to 2009.

Compared with the average over the previous twelve-year span, October 2009 saw a
more modest decline in the percentage of jobs advertised as tenure-track assistant professor
positions—about seven percentage points, compared with twelve percentage points for tenure-
track jobs of all types. Between 1997 and 2008, tenure-track assistant professor positions made
up, on average, 60.7% of the jobs in the October English edition and 55.8% of jobs in the
October foreign language edition. This October the figures are 52.7% for English and 48.5% for
foreign languages (see fig. 4).

These changes in the portion of jobs advertised as tenure-track positions need to be
understood in relation to changes in the underlying numerical values on which the percentage
values are based. Figure 5 (English edition) and figure 6 (foreign language edition) show the
total number of jobs advertised each October over the thirteen years 1997 to 2009, along with the
percentage of the full year’s total the October total represents. Shorter bars indicate the number
of tenure-track assistant professor positions and non-tenure-track positions and the percentage
share of each October list the two types of positions have claimed. The two figures make vivid
the dramatic scale of the contraction in the October 2009 JIL—a more than 50.0% drop from
what has been the average for the October lists over the twelve-year period from 1997 to 2008.



The sharply lower number of jobs advertised in the October issues this year can be taken
in part as a measure of the deeply depressed state of hiring in the field—but only in part. Now
that jobs in the December and February issues have been counted, it is apparent that hiring has
been delayed this year, not simply disallowed. Assuming that our projections are roughly on
target, in 2009—10 the October issues will contain the smallest share of the full-year totals since
the 1970s—only 31.3% of the projected total for English and only 22.2% of the projected total
for foreign languages. Some part of the steep decline in the October 2009 lists reflects a
postponement of hiring this year, and some reflects the longer-term shift that has occurred as a
consequence of the JIL’s changing from a print to an online format. Before 1997, when the JIL
first became an online publication, missing the copy deadline for the October print issues
delayed an ad’s reaching job candidates from mid-October (when the print October job lists
mail) to mid-November (when the print December issues mail). Now, because of the online JIL’s
mid-September release date and weekly updates, departments no longer need to place the same
priority on having their ads appear in the October print issues (the October issues replicate the
database as initially released for searching in mid-September). When the list first went online in
1997, jobs advertised in the October issues made up 62.3% of the year’s total in the English
edition and 55.7% in the foreign language edition. By 2003, the October share had fallen to
42.1% in English and 34.8% in foreign languages, as departments realized that missing the copy
deadline for the initial release of the online database in mid-September delayed publication of an
ad only one week.

Unlike the variations of the October 2009 percentage shares for tenure-track and non-
tenure-track positions, those for specialty fields continued within the historical patterns
established as normal for the October lists. Figure 7 shows the percentage of all jobs advertised
in the English edition of the October JIL over the twenty-five-year period from 1985 to 2009 in
five broad specializations—British literature, American literature, multiethnic literatures,
rhetoric and composition, and creative writing. The trend lines reflect the recognition of
multiethnic literatures and rhetoric and composition as scholarly fields between the mid-1980s
and mid-1990s and, more recently, the growth in creative writing positions and degree programs.
Since the mid-1990s, allowing for year-to-year fluctuations, British literature and rhetoric and
composition have each claimed roughly 20.0% shares of the October English JIL. From 1990
until 2004, American literature and multiethnic literatures each claimed about 10.0%; since
2004, multiethnic literatures seem to be gaining an increased share while American literature
appears to be claiming a decreased share.

Figure 8 shows parallel information for five foreign languages and literatures—Spanish,
French, German, Russian, and Chinese. The rapid growth in the October share of positions in
Spanish between 1990 and 2000 has moderated—for the fourth year in a row Spanish claimed
below 40% of the positions in the October foreign language list. The declining share of jobs in
Spanish suggests how positions are being distributed across a more diverse array of language
areas. The one-year doubling of positions in Chinese, from 4.5% to 9.5%, needs to be understood
as a result of the more than 50.0% drop in the total number of jobs the list contained. That is, the
October 2008 foreign language JIL contained 19 positions in Chinese out of a total of 425 jobs;
the October 2009 foreign language JIL also contained 19 positions in Chinese, but out of a total
of 200 jobs.

Table 1 shows the number and percentage share of positions in modern languages and
literatures (other than English) advertised in the October foreign language JIL across the thirteen
years from 1997 to 2009. Table 2 shows parallel details for specialty fields of English.



Trends in Doctorate Degree Awards

The other chief variable in the intense competition for tenure-track faculty positions in
modern languages, of course, is the number of doctorate recipients graduating each year. Figure
9 shows the number of doctorate recipients in English and foreign languages over the fifty-one
years from 1958 to 2008, as reported on the Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED), the federally
sponsored annual census of new doctorate recipients from United States universities. The trend
lines show the massive expansion in the population of doctorate holders that occurred during the
1960s and the approximately 50.0% decline that followed the sudden collapse in the mid-1970s
of what had been an expansive academic job market. The reduction in degree production was
partly a result of deliberate efforts by graduate faculties and programs to bring graduate
education into better alignment with academic job opportunities. Perhaps even more important
were the end of draft deferments for graduate students and the economically wrenching effects of
the stagflation that defined the 1970s—and that not coincidentally accompanied a shift in student
interests (and undergraduate majors) away from the liberal arts, including the sciences and social
sciences as well as the humanities.

In the late 1980s, propelled in part by widely publicized projections of faculty shortages
in the arts and sciences, doctoral programs again expanded—only to see newly enlarged cohorts
of PhD recipients graduate into the recession and dismal academic job market of the 1990s.
Since 1995 PhD production in modern languages has remained on a plateau of about 1,000
degree recipients in English and 600 in languages other than English (degree production in
English stood just above 1,000 for the six years from 1995 to 2000 and just below 1,000 for the
eight years since).

The record of the MLA’s surveys of PhD placement suggests a higher-education system
prepared to absorb 400 new English doctorate recipients and 280 new foreign language doctorate
recipients to tenure-track positions in any given year, plus or minus 50—100 tenure-track
placements as economic conditions improve or worsen. Figure 10 (English) and figure 11
(foreign languages) compare the number of English and foreign language doctorate recipients
reported on the SED from 1975 to 2008 with the number of placements to tenure-track assistant
professor positions reported on the twelve placement surveys the MLA has conducted since
1977. With departmental response rates of 95.0% or better, the MLA placement surveys can be
regarded as a census of placement for doctorate recipients in the year they receive their degrees.

The MLA placement surveys record placement of doctorate recipients in the year they
receive their degrees. Findings from a survey of hiring departments that the MLA conducted in
2004 give quantitative specificity to what is common anecdotal knowledge: many graduates from
modern language doctoral programs are candidates for tenure-track assistant professor positions
for several years after the year in which they receive their terminal degrees. Figure 12 (for
English) and figure 13 (for foreign languages) show the year in which candidates who were hired
to tenure-track assistant professor positions received their degrees. Of candidates hired to start
appointments in fall 2004, considerably fewer than half (34.3% of those hired by English
departments and 40.6% of those hired by foreign language departments) received their degrees in
the academic year 2003—04; 38.2% (English) and 36.4% (foreign languages) received their
degrees in 2003, 2002, or 2001; and 26.2% (English) and 19.9% (foreign languages) received
their degrees in 2000 or before.

In addition to the year when candidates received their terminal degrees, the 2004 survey
asked departments about the employment history of the hired candidates. Figure 14 and figure 15
show the findings for English departments and foreign language departments, respectively.



Significant percentages of those hired to tenure-track assistant professor positions already held a
tenure-track position at another institution—19.4% of the candidates hired to positions in English

and 15.8% of the candidates hired to positions in foreign languages.
David Laurence, Director, ADE

Works Cited
Laurence, David. “Report on the MLA’s 2004 Survey of Hiring Departments.” ADE Bulletin
138-139 (2005-2006): 95-102. Web. 10 Feb. 2010.
National Science Foundation. Doctorate Recipients from U.S. Universities: Summary Report,
2007-08. NSF 10-309. National Science Foundation. Div. of Science Resources
Statistics, Natl. Science Foundation, Dec. 2009. Web. 10 Feb. 2010.



Fig. 1. Trends in the Number of Positions Advertised in the MLA Job Information List, 1975-76 to 2008—09, with a Projection for 2009-10
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Fig. 2. Percentage of Tenure-Track and Non-Tenure-Track Positions in the October MLA Job Information List, English Edition, 1997-2009
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Fig. 15. Prior Employment Situations of Candidates Hired to Tenure-Track Assistant Professor Positions in Foreign Languages in 2003-04

Source: Fall 2004 MLA Survey of Hiring Departments



Table 1. Number and Percentage Share of Jobs Advertised in the October MLA Job Information List, Foreign Language Edition, by Language, 1997-2009

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Language Area A A 3 1 o o o o /o o o o o
and Por 276 45.8 287 48.6 317 47.2 339 50.9 333 49.3 232 43.4 191 42.7 181 46.1 188 43.8 176 38.9 180 39.9 148 34.8 72 36.0
Spanish 270 248 282 478 306 455 335 50.3 324 48.0 224 41,9 187 418 176 448 183 2.7 168 372 172 381 142 334 71 355
Spanish and Portuguese 1 02 1 0.2 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 04 3 0.6 3 0.7 4 1.0 1 0.2 2 0.4 2 0.4 2 05 0 0.0
Portuguese B 0.8 4 0.7 11 1.6 4 0.6 6 0.9 5 0.9 1 0.2 1 0.3 4 0.9 6 13 6 13 1 0.9 1 0.5
French and Italian 124 20.6 110 18.6 128 19.0 12 16.8 115 17.0 102 19.1 73 16.3 83 211 64 14.9 85 18.8 76 16.9 80 18.8 36 18.0
French 101 16.7 90 15.3 102 15.2 88 13.2 86 12.7 72 135 53 1.9 65 16.5 50 1.7 64 14.2 56 124 55 12.9 32 16.0
French and ltalian 1 02 0 0.0 1 0.1 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 0.4 0 0.0 2 05 2 0.4 0 0.0 1 02 0 0.0
Italian 22 36 20 34 25 37 24 36 29 43 30 56 18 40 18 46 12 28 19 42 20 44 24 56 4 2.0
Germanic and Scandinavian 60 10.0 47 8.0 63 9.4 59 8.9 56 8.3 46 8.6 42 9.4 33 8.4 32 7.5 43 9.5 4 9.1 34 8.0 9 4.5
Germanic 60 10.0 46 78 61 9.1 58 8.7 56 83 46 8.6 41 9.2 32 8.1 31 72 42 9.3 1 9.1 33 78 8 4.0
Scandinavian 0 0.0 1 02 2 03 1 02 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.2 1 03 1 02 1 02 0 0.0 1 02 1 05
0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Slavic 20 3.3 27 4.6 18 2.7 20 3.0 20 3.0 14 2.6 10 22 9 23 10 23 12 2.7 15 3.3 1 2.6 7 3.5
Russian 18 3.0 25 42 15 22 16 24 18 2.7 12 2.2 8 18 6 15 9 2.1 9 2.0 12 2.7 9 2.1 7 35
Other Slavic 2 03 2 03 3 04 4 0.6 2 03 2 04 2 04 3 0.8 1 0.2 3 07 3 07 2 05 0 0.0
Asian M 6.8 38 6.4 28 4.2 25 3.8 35 5.2 30 5.6 17 3.8 19 4.8 21 4.9 35 7.7 34 7.5 30 71 24 12.0
Japanese 21 35 12 2.0 9 13 10 15 14 2.1 8 15 8 18 12 31 5 12 8 138 6 13 7 16 4 2.0
Chinese. 14 23 21 36 12 1.8 9 14 14 2.1 13 24 6 13 3 0.8 8 19 18 4.0 19 42 19 45 19 95
Other 4 0.7 4 0.7 5 0.7 4 0.6 3 04 5 0.9 1 0.2 2 0.5 5 12 4 0.9 7 16 1 0.2 1 0.5
Asian (general) 2 0.3 1 0.2 2 0.3 2 0.3 4 0.6 4 0.7 2 0.4 2 0.5 3 0.7 5 11 2 0.4 3 0.7 0 0.0
Near Eastern 6 1.0 8 1.4 5 0.7 6 0.9 1 1.6 7 1.3 8 1.8 3 0.8 14 3.3 18 4.0 9 2.0 24 5.6 9 4.5
Arabic 1 02 4 07 2 0.3 3 05 3 04 5 0.9 4 0.9 1 0.3 i 26 13 2.9 9 2.0 19 45 6 3.0
Hebrew 4 0.7 4 0.7 2 0.3 3 05 8 12 2 0.4 4 0.9 2 0.5 2 0.5 3 0.7 0 0.0 4 0.9 1 0.5
Other 1 02 0 0.0 1 0.1 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.2 2 04 0 0.0 1 0.2 2 10
OtherL 14 23 19 3.2 1 1.6 15 23 10 1.5 10 1.9 10 22 5 1.3 8 1.9 7 1.5 10 22 9 21 1 0.5
African 2 0.3 2 0.3 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 0.3 2 0.4 0 0.0 1 0.3 3 0.7 2 0.4 4 0.9 5 12 0 0.0
Classical 4 0.7 5 0.8 2 0.3 4 0.6 2 0.3 4 0.7 2 04 1 0.3 2 05 3 0.7 3 0.7 1 0.2 1 05
Romance 8 13 11 1.9 9 13 9 14 5 0.7 4 0.7 6 13 3 0.8 3 0.7 1 0.2 3 0.7 3 0.7 0 0.0
American Sign Language = = = = = = 1 0.2 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Other 0 0.0 1 0.2 0 0.0 2 0.3 1 0.1 0 0.0 1 0.2 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.2 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Multiple Lar 62 10.3 54 9.2 102 15.2 920 13.5 95 141 94 17.6 96 21.5 60 15.3 92 214 76 16.8 86 19.1 89 20.9 42 21.0
Several languages 0 17 7 0.7 2 03 5 0.9 2 03 2 04 0 0.0 3 0.3 3 0.7 2 04 1 0.2 1 0.2 0 0.0
Choice of languages 16 2.7 31 53 34 51 20 3.0 28 21 16 3.0 28 63 23 59 31 72 19 12 23 51 23 54 7 35
Nof specified 36 6.0 9 32 6 98 64 96 65 96 76 4.2 68 5.2 34 87 58 135 55 12.2 62 3.7 65 5.3 35 175
[Total [ 603 100.0] _ 590] 100.0] _ 672] 1.0 666] 100.0] 675 100.0] 535 100.0] _ 447] 100.0] _ 393] 100.0] _ 429] 100.0] _ 452] 100.0] _ 451] 100.0] _ 425] 100.0] _ 200] 100.0|




Table 2. Number and Percentage Share of Jobs Advertised in the October MLA Job Information List, English Edition, by Specialty Field, 1997-2009

E——— 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Ry A % % N % % % % % % % % % % %
British literature 134] 193 177|200 194] 216 226 236 189]  19.2 161] 203 138] 213 156]  22.7 142] 208 170] 235 133] _ 22.0 104] 195 56| 179
|American literature 63 9.1 95 10.7 103 1.5 85 8.9 I 78 78 9.8 62 9.6 72 10.5 72 10.6 82 1.3 52 86 39 73 19 6.1
Multiethnic literatures by people of color 74 10.7 109 123 85 9.5 101 10.5 108 1.0 83 10.5 79 12.2 74 10.8 93 13.6 84 1.6 73 121 76 14.2 43 13.7
American and multi 137|  19.7|  204| 231 188 209 186  19.4 185| 1838 161|203 141|217 146| 213 165|  24.2 166|  23.0 125 207 15| 215 62|  19.8
[Rhetoric and composition 131 18.9 198 224 183 20.4 197 20.5 169 17.2 134 16.9 97 14.9 119 17.3 107 15.7 107 14.8 104 17.2 89 16.7 63 20.1
Technical and professional writing 30 43 50 5.6 45 5.0 53 55 31 32 31 3.9 24 37 25 36 28 4.1 24 33 17 28 9 17 " 35
ition, rhetoric, and ical writing 161] 232 248) 280 228| 254 250|  26.1 200 203 165|  20.8 121|186 144| 210 135]  19.8 131 181 121|200 98| 184 74| 236
Creative writing 59 8.5 68 7.7 72 8.0 80 8.3 97 T 76 9.6 68 10.5 76 11.1 52 7.6 69 9.5 57 9.4 60 11.2 22 7.0
[English education 27 3.9 58 6.6 43 4.8 23 2.4 32 3.3 25 3.2 12 1.8 19 2.8 23 3.4 19 26 22 3.6 19 36 7 22
Media and i 21 3.0 17 1.9 41 4.6 61 6.4 58 [X] 51 6.4 33 5.1 27 3.9 32 4.7 36 5.0 33 5.5 28 5.2 16 5.1
[Comparative literature or world literature 17 2.4 17 1.9 23 2.6 32 3.3 14 1.4 13 1.6 11 1.7 10 1.5 24 3.5 17 24 11 1.8 6 1.1 3 1.0
Linguistics, history of the language 22 3.2 25 2.8 30 33 18 1.9 26 2.6 20 25 10 1.5 ] 1.3 19 2.8 8 1.1 10 1.7 " 2.1 5 1.6
Women's studies 5 0.7 11 1.2 13 1.4 12 1.3 14 1.4 2 0.3 9 1.4 5 0.7 6 0.9 14 1.9 4 0.7 9 1.7 3 1.0
Other 111 16.0 60 6.8 67 7.5 71 7.4 168 17.1 118 14.9 106 16.3 94 13.7 84 12.3 93 12.9 88 14.6 84 15.7 65 20.8
Total 694] 100.0] 885 100.0] _ 899 100.0]  959] 100.0] _ 983 100.0] _ 792] 100.0 649] 1000 686] 1000 682] 100.0] 723 100.0] _ 604] 100.0] _ 534] 100.0] _ 313 100.0






