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At the invitation of Department Head Dale Sullivan, I’m pleased to offer a review of the North Dakota State University English curriculum.  Professor Sullivan sent a comprehensive packet of folder of materials to support the review, including information about the university and President Chapman’s plans, information about the department, including its mission statement and cv’s of full-time faculty, lists and descriptions of courses, along with syllabi and enrollments, descriptions of current major and minor programs, and proposals for a new doctoral program and new writing programs.  In addition, I received a comprehensive summary of the department’s history, with a candid assessment of resources and opportunities, co-authored by Professors Sullivan, Birmingham, Johnston, Peterson, and Shaw.  The department’s thorough preparation, has put me in a reasonable position to offer some perspectives.  I’ve organized my remarks to correspond to questions raised in the cover document to the portfolio.
1A.  What are issues the department may wish to consider for curriculum design and program development?

Contexts

As the department well knows, the field of English has undergone a substantial transformation in the past quarter century, from nearly an exclusive identity as the study of British and American literature, with some composition and scattered writing offerings on the side, to a varied terrain shorthanded as English Studies.  In that new landscape, not only do additional literatures figure more prominently but so do various critical and theoretical perspectives; an expanded range of Texts (including not only verbal ones) justified by the tenets of cultural and rhetorical studies; literacy studies; and a whole panoply of writing: technical and professional, civic, and creative.  While I’m confident that English departments at prestigious private universities will successfully continue for sometime a narrower focus on literary studies, I’m equally confident that most English departments will better thrive by embracing a more comprehensive English studies model.    
The NDSU English department has moved in that direction, as signaled most notably by hiring decisions and curricular developments in writing studies.  In this transitional phase, the change appears rather more accretive than transformative.  That is, the materials as I analyze them represent English studies rather as a federation of topical areas (literary studies; rhetoric, composition, and professional writing; creative writing; and linguistics) than as a new entity.  I should point out that such a pluralistic move is change in a healthy direction and likely the most politically tenable.  Still, however, I note that the main clause of the draft mission statement highlights the phrase “inspire an appreciation for the English language and its literatures,” and the words “inspire” and “appreciation” continue to hearken back to a different era, even if that mission statement goes on to articulate more innovative directions.  Contrast, for example, that first sentence of the mission statement with something like, “The mission is to develop a sophisticated understanding of textuality and to develop facility in both interpreting and producing a variety of texts: literary, popular, rhetorical, instrumental, and so one, with particular attention to the historical and cultural contexts of their creation.”  
To bring this rather abstract contextualizing to a close, I will observe two practical challenges with an additive English studies curriculum.  One is that with but 14 full-time faculty, hiring specialists in even a portion of the sub areas of literary, rhetorical, writing, and language studies is an exercise in frustration.  Second is that the large number of courses in the catalog make two things difficult: offering courses on some regular basis and achieving some kind of coherence in the experiences of English majors, especially undergraduates.  
Broad recommendations for the undergraduate major

The portfolio cover letter notes that the current undergraduate curriculum lacks vertical integration.  Right now, the general requirements are a two course sequence in either British or American literature and a course in language/linguistics.  Everything else appears to be elective. If the department truly aspires to an English studies model, I suggest withdrawing the current requirements and (A) developing a new gateway course to the major or a required sequence of three courses, and (B) developing a second tier cluster requirement, for a sequence that leads from gateway to middle tier to capstone.  
A.  The nature of the gateway.

First Option:  A single new gateway course might engage students with a few generative questions:  
1. What are literary texts?  What is the relationship between them and other kinds of texts, including popular, rhetorical, journalistic, and so on?

2. How can texts can be analyzed and interpreted?  Why?  What good does analysis and interpretation do?  For individuals, for specific groups of people, for the culture at large?
3. What is the history of English as a discipline?  What have English majors traditionally read, for example?  What values have traditionally been attributed to the kinds of knowledge that English produces?
4. Why and how do writers write?  What are the circumstances and practices that shape their writing?
5. What has literacy meant at different historical moments?  What does it mean now?  

6. How do people develop as readers and writers?  What accounts for differences in the ways that even speakers of the same language develop differently as language users?
Already with that set of questions I’ve sketched a nigh impossible course.  What I’ve really begun to describe is the outcome of an undergraduate major, a complex of courses. What could plausibly happen in a single introductory course with a set of questions like this would be some general scaffolding of English studies.
Second Option:  An alternative to a single course would require students to take three prerequisite courses:
a. A revised version of 271 Literary Analysis, retitled as “Introduction to Literary and Textual Studies” that takes up questions 1, 2, and 3, immediately above.  Such a course might include canonical literature, popular literature, television shows, and New Journalism or creative nonfiction.
b. English 275 Introduction to Writing Studies, which sounds like a fine course as it is, already taking up question 4

c. A new course 27X “Introduction to Language and Literacy” which incorporates elements of the existing 450, 452, 453, and 454 (getting at the heart of question 6 above) and perhaps expanding to question 5.

B.  Second tier requirement
Group as much of the existing curriculum as you can into three different categories corresponding to the three courses outlined in the second option above.  Require students to take at least a second course in two of the areas and three courses in the third.

Now, under the second option for part A, you’re up to eight courses in the major.  A required capstone, 497, makes it nine.  That leaves one elective for students who will want the barest minimum major, but I speculate that many of your majors already take a course or two or three beyond the minimum and will continue to do so.  Of course, under the first option for part A, you’re at seven specified requirements, with more freedom.

Arranging the curriculum in this fashion would both more reasonably map the terrain of English studies and provide a more coherent and vertical orientation to the curriculum.
Observations about the Master’s program
This program and its various tracks strike are well-conceived.  Particularly exemplary is the portfolio review process and the nature of the Master’s Paper.  I have just a couple of small questions that might be worth exploring.

First, I wonder about titling what I would call the “Writing” emphasis the “Composition” emphasis.  “Composition” tends more to designate the world of teaching required college writing courses, in all their guises.  While that is one option listed under this emphasis, the leading options suggest more a professional communications focus.  You might have various reasons for preferring “Composition,” including some desire that this term will be re-mediated (as Cindy Selfe and others have hoped) to point more broadly to multimedia composing, creating texts that have elements in addition to words.  Still, you might reflect on the term.
Second, I wonder about the linguistics/rhetoric combination, which seems a once-and-future proposition.  That is, my own sense is that linguistics and rhetoric were more closely linked twenty or thirty years ago than they are today.  (And even looking back to the medieval trivium, I don’t see rhetoric as more necessarily linked to grammar than to dialectic.)  With the development of critical linguistics in the past fifteen years, there’s a renewed basis of their joining.  But it still seems to me that most people in rhetoric and composition these days would not see them as necessarily yoked fields.  Again, you may have local reasons for this label and combination.  I’m just pointing out a small discordance.  

1B. Directions for future hiring?  Faculty strengths or weaknesses?

For an institution with 12,000 students, an English department of only 14 full-time faculty (some of them) is disproportionately small.  To some extent, this is a chicken or egg situation; as you note, the number of majors is small enough that you can’t rely on majors demand to push more hiring.  The department’s service mission, through composition, would seem to warrant more tenure lines, but as long as North Dakota State, like many institutions, is reasonably satisfied with the required writing program staffed at its current price, there’s little leverage there.  The 3/3 teaching load is somewhat high for a PhD-granting department, though institutions comparable to NDSU often have a 3/2 load, and some have been successful with 3/3.  (Illinois State University had a 3/3 load for a number of years but was able to move to 3/2 above five years ago, primarily by strategically increasing course sizes in selected general education courses.)  Especially in a writing-intensive English department, the number of students a faculty member has is more a limiting factor than the number of sections.  If teaching a 3/3 load allows faculty members occasionally to teach a section of 8-10 students, the trade-off seems worthwhile.  However, the PhD does suggest a raised level of faculty publications; I’d caution the department and university against raising this level too high without a substantial realignment of faculty loads.
In choosing to develop rhetoric and professional writing, the department has made a good decision, and it seems to have hired astutely.  I note, for example, that faculty interests are broad, that the writing faculty, for example, have literary and other field interests and that, conversely, the literature faculty have a range of interests and teaching specializations that regularly range productively beyond their areas of concentration. 
A potential strength of the faculty is the apparent interest in areas of popular and cultural studies.  Professor Peterson’s recent hiring epitomizes this interest, but she’s not alone in a capacity to teach a set of courses in addition to the traditional literary courses on the books.  

Such a range is important because the numbers of faculty are so small.  By strategic design, the department has hired well in composition studies and professional communication and can claim a strong concentration in that area.  (Keeping this faculty together will be something of a challenge due to continued mobility in this field.)  However, with but a single linguist and two and four faculty in American and British literatures, respectively, traditional coverage becomes problematic.  In the literature courses, this is tenable if those faculty don’t teach “out of field” in first-year writing, etc.  The single linguist might be more problematic, even given the fact that in most English studies programs, linguistics is a lesser partner.  As future openings occur, it would be useful to hire someone concentrating in literacy studies or critical linguistics who might overlap with rhetorical studies or postcolonial literatures.
One gap I see now in the faculty is in the area of creative writing.  I don’t know what your local experience is, but in almost every department I know, creative writing offerings burst at the seams, and if I were looking for additional ways to build undergraduate major numbers, I would offer a fuller sequence in creative writing.  Now, it may be that you’re able to staff sections with existing faculty, adjuncts, and TA’s.  Still, a publishing writer brings an extra level of visibility, energy, and credibility to the program.  You might either hire someone in fiction or someone in creative nonfiction, but I suggest someone able to teach in both areas.  I don’t know your students at all, but I’d suggest looking for a writer who is willing to work with students in genre courses, at least from time to time.  By that, I mean someone who committed to the literary tradition but who, additionally, is welcoming now and then of students who want to work in more realist traditions or, even, kinds of writing that one might actually sell.
That brings me to an alternative.  Earlier I noted your need to forego trying to fill every possible slot in English studies; it may be impractical to extend further into creative writing.  However, I would encourage you to add some additional options in what I’ll call “freelance writing” or “writing for other than business or academia.”  These genres include not only poetry and fiction (including commercially viable work) but also creative nonfiction, environmental writing, new journalism, memoir, magazine essays, internet content, interviews, reviews—in short, the whole gamut of work that gets sold by the piece.  Students may be as likely to make a career out of such writing as they are out of studying literature, but my point is that there such kinds of writing courses are appealing to students and should draw majors and enrollments.  Further, such courses are justified because they do develop writing abilities and extend students’ understandings of genre, audience, and purposes beyond the relatively narrow academic and vocational domains presented in most programs. 
Finally, the bulk of the writing program is delivered by nontenure-track faculty.  That a high percentage of these are long-term lecturers brings some stability to the program.  However, there must be assurances that those faculty members continue professional development.  Do they present papers at conferences?  Do they have memberships in CCCC and read journals?  Do they participate in colloquia?  Are they thoroughly integrated in decision making for the program?  Answers of “no” for many faculty is a sign of weakness in the writing program.  This is especially true when the program is pursuing smart but challenging revisions to the first-year writing courses, as described in the thoughtful FEC White Paper. 

2.  What models might we use to integrate practical communication and technology skills into our traditional humanities curriculum?

I offer three models or some combination of them.
a.  The first model, which I proposed above, employs 1) a gateway course or set of courses that, either singly or together, are designed to clarify connections between the practical and the humanistic, and 2) course distribution across these areas.  Further, the faculty might work to articulate such connections for themselves, perhaps using the mechanism of white papers, a thoughtful example of which concerning the first year writing program was included here. As a next step, you might adapt those articulations for students, which would help them make the connections.
b.  Beyond a revision of degree requirements and that would mandate some mixture of course work in both domains, you might rethink some individual courses.  Creative writing MFA programs, for example, tend to teach literature differently that English departments, focusing on “reading like a writer,” with heightened attention to issues of craft and effect.  So might some literature courses attend not only to interpretation, cultural criticism and so on but also to authorial decisions and the circumstances of works’ production, printing and publication, and distribution.  In mirror fashion, some writing courses might have a stronger interpretive reading element, looking at texts not only in terms of their rhetorical strategies and compositional elements but also in terms of their interpretation through any of the several critical methods currently employed in literary studies.  If enough faculty consciously taught their individual courses in ways that connected these two aspects of English studies, students would be encouraged to see connections.  Alternatively, the department might develop two or three courses specifically designed to bridge the gap.
c.  Perhaps the most promising mode of integration might come through the co-curriculum.  Imagine a very robust student magazine (perhaps online) or website that published literary criticism, creative writing, internship reports, book and film reviews, and so on, a magazine or site that, further, published news not only about the program but about developments in English studies elsewhere.  It could publish some senior projects.  Consider not only the writing opportunities and audiences for students but also the editorial, design, and production aspects.  Such a robust venture—and I’m talking about something considerably more ambitious than a once-a-year magazine—would unify elements of the department as perhaps nothing else might.  It would have the further benefits of giving English majors some common cause and social dimension, and it would create visible and ongoing artifacts of the department’s efforts.  Look, for example, at the work by NDSU Communication students at http://www.ndsu.nodak.edu/communication/studentwork/work.php and aspire to go that better.
3.  What are departmental strengths and weaknesses?
Above I noted the writing faculty and diversity of faculty interests as a departmental strength, and to this I would add the willingness to undergo tough introspection as implied by this review.  
A second department strength is the assessment plan devised for the undergraduate major.  By accumulating four types of artifacts from different phases of students’ careers and by having both a capstone project and a portfolio of student work, the department will have a thick way of assessing the program, a method consonant with both the goals of the major and the nature of the discipline.  Analyzing and discussing these materials should be a fine faculty development opportunity.  Beyond scoring the portfolios, you may find it helpful to analyze a random sample of the portfolios very closely..
A third strength is the planning that has occurred for the first-year English sequence.  The department is astute to join campus and professional dialogues on engaged learning and to join campus initiatives such as “Communities of Caring.”  The aspirations of a fused English studies curriculum described at the bottom of page 5 of the White Paper would serve the larger department well.  

The main weakness at present is the imbalance between courses on the books and the numbers and areas of expertise of the faculty to deliver them.  Despite the clear aspirations for a broad English studies model, and despite the apparent commitment to that vision, the curriculum in the catalog represents the department differently.  I realize that the actual term-by-term course offerings vary in proportion of offerings from the catalog, but having so many courses creates not only a planning inertia but also risks failing to represent the department in a compelling fashion to prospective students, the university community, and prospective faculty members.  In order fully to embrace an English studies model, then, the department will likely have to reconceive its course offerings, especially in literary studies.  This will be a painful process because every single one of the courses listed in the catalog can well be justified, and speaking as someone who continues to value my own traditional education in literary studies, I know that a winnowing will necessarily constitute a loss.
Finally, on a far different topic, I note that paying GTFs $12,000 to teach 3/3 is exploitative and counters best professional practice, however much the GTFs themselves might desire this arrangement.  It is healthier for the program and for the graduate students themselves (and I recognize it sounds paternalistic for me to say this) to discontinue this category of teaching and hire instead at the level of lecturer.  I very much doubt there is sufficient money in the department budget to accomplish this change through reallocation, so the change would require an investment by the university. 
4.  Can we make changes with current numbers and resources?  If so, what recommendations can you make for allocating resources most effectively.  If not, what suggestions can you make for prioritizing change and growth?

Several questions might be begged with these questions, so permit me to rephrase them as, “Given our current numbers of students and faculty, the current makeup of our program, and our aspirations, how would you prioritize change and allocate resources?”  

1.  Increase the number of undergraduate Liberal Arts English majors by at least 50%.  For an institution of your size to have only 60 majors doesn’t give you much clout on campus.  All sorts of curricular innovations depend on having sufficient numbers of students.  Some of this growth will depend on marketing: explaining the program more compellingly to students.  Some will depend on demonstrating to students that the English department is interested broadly in undergraduate’s work and civic futures, not just its intellectual traditions.  Both will depend on modifying course offerings; the trick here will be to reconcile vital scholarly traditions and faculty interests with what will have face value to students.  But, after all, enrollments in your film, writing, and popular culture courses are considerably stronger than in traditional literature.

2.  Revise the undergraduate major requirements, perhaps along the lines I suggested above.

3.  Develop the co-curriculum.  What opportunities can the English department sponsor outside the curriculum in order to link practical and liberal arts studies.  I described this in response to question 2, above.

4.  Realize the full potential of the Center for Writers.  You’re right to see opportunity in transforming this resource into a center of activity on campus.  Among other things, it will provide some co-curricular opportunities for students.  Beyond providing assistance in writing, I urge pursuing two additional initiatives for the center.  First is an identity of writing in all it’s technological manifestations; the center should not simply be a place where students come to fix broken essays but rather a place where people can come to work on visual and graphic designs, to work on web pages, to incorporate multimedia and so on.  Second, the center should have a faculty development component.  I know the budget for the center is meager.  However, a strategy for increasing that budget is to provide a rich compelling vision for what the center needs to be and to argue for resources to meet that vision.  Such visions may likely be more attractive to the campus than a demonstrable need for more traditional tutors.     
5.  Keep the PhD program modest.  Frankly, I would caution against pursuing the PhD.  However, given the campus aspirations and climate, it would be foolish to decline these efforts.  My own experience and fear is that the PhD can become a tail wagging a dog, commanding disproportionate faculty resources and amounts of energy, especially to the extent that teaching doctoral courses has more prestige than other faculty activities.  You keep the program modest by narrowly defining its scope, as you have (but I have further suggestions, below), by limiting the number of students enrolled, and by working as best you can with a cohort strategy that tries to move students through the degree in groups, allowing for strategic planning and leanness in course offerings, assuring that students finish in a timely fashion.

6.  Substantially revise the course offerings.  I would be pleased to make specific recommendations for this, but the lateness and length of this report prevent my doing so now.  If you’d like me to do so, please ask, and I’ll pursue this as a follow-up.
5.  How might we fine-tune our proposed doctoral program to exploit strengths and provide students with a regionally marketable degree?

A department with faculty resources as tight as yours can’t offer every permutation of dissertation areas, and you’ve wisely narrowed your focus.  The precise focus of the program—on preparing graduates for teaching careers or for careers as professional writers—is somewhat diffuse.  The three core courses (Technology in English Studies, Directions in English Studies, and Pedagogy of English Studies) that establish the English studies theme are clearly aimed toward teaching.  Yet the proposal also mentions “cutting edge skills needed in business and industry as well as higher education.”  As intellectually salutary as the English studies courses might be, it would be harder to rationalize them as requirements for professional writers.  
I suggest clarifying this issue further: do you really want both a practitioner track and a teaching track?  If so, do the English studies courses make sense for both?  Is your existing masters program sufficient for professional writing practitioners?  
A further question.  Page 5 of the proposal calls for an “emphasis on writing in all of its forms” and resists focusing on composition or literature.  I agree with this broader perspective, and yet the existing PhD courses and the proposed ones don’t deliver on that promise.  What shows up (in courses 755, 756, and 757, and 758) is “composition.”  That suggests a fairly narrow perspective.  What happens if you substitute “writing” for composition in all those courses?  Unless by “composition” you mean something very broad, composing in the fashion that Cindy Selfe and others have argued for recuperating the term, “composition” refers to the fairly narrow tradition of school writing mainly in first year composition.  I raised this same issue in my comments on the Master’s program.
I’m confused by the Sample Programs of Study for the PhD program.  After all the explanations on writing in all of its forms and what seems to be a prescribed range of dissertation projects, I’m not sure what to make of the only two sample programs being suggested for a composition emphasis and for a literature emphasis.  

One course you might want to consider adding is in Writing Program Design and Administration, since PhDs in writing frequently have such responsibilities.  Such a course might talk about writing centers, freshman composition, writing across the curriculum, writing majors and minors, certificate programs; about teacher training and faculty development; about assessment; and so on.  Of course, this could be offered under the 757 number, which would make the course and number could be offered on a regular basis.

It will be extremely difficult to attract quality PhD students by paying $8000 for a 2/2 teaching load.  Aspire in the very near term to increase this by at least 25%.
Conclusion
I commend the English department for its commitment to undergoing a pervasive and difficult transition, a commitment already demonstrated in hiring decisions and the nature of the PhD being planned.  The complexity of the process is compounded by the fact that the department staffing is extraordinarily lean, and its faculty have quite full teaching responsibilities. While I firmly believe the changes you are making are not only pragmatic but, more importantly, intellectually defensible, I do recognize how painful they can be.  While I have been professionally active in rhetoric and composition studies and writing program administration, my own deep training is in both writing and literary studies.  I’m deeply invested in many aspects of English studies, including literary history and aesthetics as well as rhetoric and writing studies.  There is considerable value in reading a wide historical range of literary texts, and in my perfect world there would be sufficient time to read widely in the expanded canon.  Still, the broader approach as signaled by your plans is most defensible.
I would be more than happy to clarify or expand any ideas presented here.  If I have failed to address one of your key concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me.  

