Modernising Higher Education in English Literature
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Executive Summary

· The Flexibility Agenda.  Tackling over-specialisation, making English Literature more relevant to the contemporary knowledge industry.

· The Glorious Literature Agenda.  Achieving the right balance between theory and literature, to correct the socio-political bias of current teaching practices.  

· The Streamlining Agenda.  Reducing redundancy within English and across disciplines, to leverage the most out of our people.
· The Access Agenda.  Allowing distance and part-time learners to benefit from recent IT advances. Widening access to ensure the sustainability of our discipline.

· The Choice Agenda.  Tackling the stigma associated with third-party pedagogy providers.  Empowering the student to fulfil learning objectives however he or she chooses.

Flexibility
Restructuring our pedagogy to teach where we’re most needed
· Separating English Literature into an ‘Academic’ and a ‘Transferables’ stream will allow trainee dons to disregard superfluous real-world skills, focusing on elements of English Literature related to their chosen career – above all, the transmission of such skills in a guise.
· Instead of a three-year undergraduate degree, followed by a year-long Masters degree and a three- or four-year PhD, trainee dons will undertake ten, intensive six-month placements at a variety of certified colleges.
· After the tenth placement, and upon acceptance of his or her portfolio, the don receives a Band A Doctorate, and is qualified to lecture, supervise and publish research in all his or her fields.  Afterwards, he or she can continue to acquire placements in order to upgrade to higher Bands.
· Don’t panic!  Existing qualifications, research and teaching experience will be carried over to the new structure.  Dons who are not qualified in the necessary ten modules, including the six core modules, can top-up with the appropriate placements.
· The six core modules are: Pedagogy, Literary Theory, Novels, Essays, Plays, Poems.  The trainee don takes a placement in each of these fields.  The fourteen options modules are: Avant-Garde Literature and Art, Comedy and Sex, Continental Philosophy, Creative Writing, History of English Literature, Gender, Hypertexts, Holy Texts, Intrinsic Value, TEFL, Modern Rhetoric, Practical Criticism, Press and World Literatures.  The trainee don takes placements in any four of these fields. 

· See ‘The Flexibility Agenda’ for details of the Transferables Stream.
Glorious Literature
Back to basics?
· New Criticism, Russian formalism, structuralism, semiotics, poststructuralism, postmodernism, Marxism, Critical Theory, feminism, psychoanalytic criticism, queer theory, postcolonialism, New Historicism, Cultural Materialism, deconstruction, reader-response criticism, eco-criticism – these perspectives and others were forged in the furnace of the ‘Theory Wars’ of the 1970s.  In the aftermath, the significance of race, class, gender and identity has gradually been mainstreamed into normal literary interpretation.  Meanwhile, the detailed array of theoretical perspectives remain indispensable to the general critical study of culture at large.  Their impact continues to be felt far beyond the academy.

· Yet under the old regime, a student might be unable, for example, to learn about the lais of Marie de France without also having queer theory forced down his or her throat.  The practical limits to teaching made it impossible to teach every text from every perspective.  The Glorious Literature Agenda returns the decisions about what to read in which way to their rightful owners – the students.  A clear separation is made between teaching literature itself, and teaching the ensemble of theoretical perspectives which may be brought to bear on it (the ‘Literary Theory’ module).
· After all, literary merit is a reality, albeit one that is historically and socially contested.  The Glorious Literature Agenda gives the continuity of our cultural excellence a little breathing room, empowering students to winnow personally practical terminology from the plethora of obfuscatory jargon.   It’s down to us to defend the principle of aesthetic pleasure in language against the annoys of marketization and instrumental reason.  Otherwise why bother?
Streamlining

Cross-fertilization promotes adaptive rigour
· In recognition that the most valuable insights frequently lie between or across the edges of the division of academic labour, the Change Agenda promotes cross-departmental teaching and pooling of personnel, resources and knowledge pools.
· The modules that will either migrate to other departments or be taught jointly include: Continental Philosophy (Philosophy), Comedy and Sex (Media Studies), History of English Literature (History), Gender (Politics and Sociology), Essays (Management / Business Studies), Holy Texts (Theology (until 2012)), Hypertexts (Media Studies / Business Studies), Modern Rhetoric (Management / Business Studies / Law), and Press (Media Studies).
· How should a Liberal Institutionalist approach texts?  What about an Environmental NGO?  No sweat?  How about a Fregean, or an eliminativist materialist?  Although English Literature has traditionally been well-equipped with theoretical perspectives (see ‘The Glorious Literature Agenda’), it must remain vigilant to the latest developments in the neighbourhood of disciplines.  Exciting opportunities are on the horizon, not just to keep up with the Jones’s, but the Jones’s Jones’s, and beyond!
· The value of institutional partnerships and clusters is increasingly being recognised.  Students who enrol on the Intrinsic Value module (Academic stream only) will get the chance to have hands-on experience of promoting the discipline to other departments and outside the traditional university context.  The stars may even end up representing their country in emerging markets.
· The older MLA and Chicago citation styles will be replaced in 2010 by more user-friendly styles, adapted to interdisciplinary and multicultural study in the Internet era.
Access 
Access to our HE education courses is their greatest strength

· The Transferables stream has no core modules.  Instead the student chooses any of the following modules: Avant-Garde Literature and Art, Comedy and Sex, Continental Philosophy, Creative Writing, Essays, Gender, History of English Literature, Hypertexts, Holy Texts, Literary Theory, Modern Rhetoric, Novels, Practical Criticism, Plays, Poems, Press, TEFL and World Literatures.  Students on the Transferables stream typically complete one module per year (as opposed to two modules per year on the Academic stream), resulting in a BA after three years’ study or an MA after four years’ study.
Access for Non-English Speakers

· A large part of the English Literature degree focuses on sensitivity to meaning as a structure of cumulative nuance.  Students are therefore encouraged to learn English before undertaking modules in Comedy and Sex, Poems, Practical Criticism, Rhetoric or TEFL.

· However, an English Literature also degree aims to bestow students with rigor and originality in their reasoning, clarity and gracefulness of expression, and a substantive knowledge of the literary canon and its various historical and theoretical contexts.  Modules emphasising these qualities can therefore be made available to non-English speakers in their native tongues.  

· Where native tongue teaching is unavailable, it may be possible to create access via a student interpreter.  Bilingual students who act as interpreters for five plus non-English speakers can receive automatic credit in the module for which they interpret, subject to a minimum pass rate of 20%.  Interpreters will also be required to attend a training day, and to examine coursework.
Choice
From each as he or she determines, to each as he or she is preferred
· Since F.R. Leavis’s pioneering work in Practical Criticism English academics have recognised the benefit of studying texts that have been quarantined from data concerning authorship.  Such restraint permitted a kind of diagnostic alertness freed of a certain degree of prepossession, which was taken forward in the wave of modernisation occurring in the 1970s.  Expressing a commitment to the irreducibility of a text’s significance to its author’s intents, however tacitly these are construed, English academics created a range of powerful analytic frameworks, joining up their practices with the tasks of political and philosophical criticism.  
· The Choice Agenda builds on these tenants, which have for decades been at the heart of the study of English, putting responsibility on students to supply coursework which is insightful, sensitive, on-time, and informed up-to-the-minute by the latest developments in power and subjectivity.  Students will be judged upon the merits of the items of coursework which they actually submit – not the amount or quality of labour they are capriciously presumed to have done.  Barthes can finally rest easy.
· Less emphasis will be placed than previously on the stylistic and intellectual continuity of the student’s portfolio as a whole.  Students can concentrate their resources on coursework which is strategically important to their personal goals.  

· Deadlines for coursework will be assigned on a sliding scale.  Under the Choice Agenda, students will have no compulsory written exams.  The Choice Agenda will also remove restrictions on students forming their personal networks of knowledge-generation, which may include staff, other students, and a variety of third party providers.  Training centres will guide and support students in selecting appropriate sub-contractors.
