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The teaching of modern foreign languages in higher education began in this 

country with Thomas Jefferson at William and Mary in 1799 and at the University of 

Virginia in 1818. Jefferson envisioned what he called a true university, and intrinsic to 

his ideal were languages, first Latin, Greek and Hebrew followed by modern languages–

that is French, Spanish, Italian, and German. In a key and famous paragraph, the 

university charter says: 

 

 “The considerations which have governed the specification of languages to be 

taught by the professor of modern languages were that the French is the language of 

general intercourse among nations, and as a depository of human science is unsurpassed 

by any other language living or dead. Spanish is highly interesting to us as the language 

spoken by so great a portion of the inhabitants of our continents, with whom we shall 

probably have great intercourse ere long and is that also in which is written the greater 

part of the early history of America. The Italian abounds with works of very superior 

order, valuable for the matter and still more distinguished as a model of the finest taste in 

style and composition. And German now stands in line with that of the most learned 

nations in richness of erudition and advance in the sciences.” (O’Neil, 1988, p.26.) 
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In spite of the vision, the modern languages did not really come into their own 

until there was enough of a cadre and a consensus to found an organization. The Modern 

Language Association was created in 1883 to assert the value of the study of modern, that 

is non-classical languages, in a curriculum then dominated by Latin and Greek. The ethos 

of the new association was strongly influenced by the example of the nearly scientific 

status of philology in Germany.  The following resolution was passed:  “that the chief 

aims to be sought in the study of modern languages in our colleges are literary culture, 

philological scholarship, and linguistic discipline, but that a course in oral practice is 

desirable as an auxiliary,” and “that a reading knowledge of French and German should 

be one of the requisites for the degree of Bachelor of Arts.” (Parker,1953 p.64)  

In the twentieth century the frequency with which languages were taught and their 

popularity with students had their ups and downs in accordance with trends in politics, 

economics and immigration.  During the World Wars, German was out; during the Cold 

War Russian was in.  Japanese and Chinese both grew dramatically in the last decades as 

their economies were perceived to be important to the United States. Spanish, a speck on 

the linguistic horizon before World War I rose as immigrations from Latin America and 

Mexico increased, from 28.4% of enrollments in 1960 to 55% in 1998 according to MLA 

enrollment surveys.  (Brod & Welles, 2000, p.26) 

 During the period between the World Wars the impetus for language study 

dwindled as the nation became isolationist and ethnocentric.  After World War II, 

however things began to look up with new methodologies and a greater national interest 

in other countries. Nothing, however, made the nation’s linguistic consciousness rise as 

much as Sputnik, which orbited onto the scene in 1957. MLA’s first surveys of student 
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enrollments at the college level show an increase of 27.8% from 1958 to 1960 when an 

exceptional 16% of the college student body was studying languages. (Reports, 1961, 

p.91-2; Brod & Welles, (2000), p.25)  

 For the last twenty-five years the percentage of students enrolled in language 

courses in higher education has remained stable at about 8%, which should make it fairly 

simple to assess the needs for instruction in higher education. However, now because of 

9/11 and continued terrorist attacks we are faced with another language jolt: the 

awareness of the need for the languages of Middle Eastern and Islamic cultures.  The 

names Arabic, Farsi, Dari, Pashto slide easily off the tongue, but only one of these, 

Arabic, has been seriously taught in the academy.  And Arabic has a very small piece of 

the enrollment pie, just five tenths of one percent, and ranks thirteenth out of the fourteen 

more commonly taught languages in the MLA 1998 survey. (Brod and Welles, 2000, 

p.23)  

 Can we measure what would be an adequate number of teachers for these 

languages?  From the data I have compiled, I can only describe what is and what has 

been.  It is not only a question about whether the number of teachers available is adequate 

for the languages offered, but also about whether graduate education prepares PhDs 

adequately for the demands of today’s classrooms, filled with an evermore ethnically 

diverse, differently prepared, and career minded student body.  There is also the further 

question of how we reconcile government prerogatives for linguists to fill security posts 

with the educational and scholarly mission of the PhD.  This brief history and these 

questions are the backdrop to what we can know and understand about the numbers of 
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positions available in languages and literatures, the kinds of expertise demanded, the 

numbers of PhDs produced, and the placement of those PhDs. 

 

Every year the MLA tracks the number of jobs advertised in foreign languages in 

the United States higher education based on an analysis of the October Job Information 

List (JIL), the first of the four annual issues and the largest.  (The JIL also comes out in 

December, February, and April). This analysis identifies the type of position, the 

language and the special requirements in each advertisement. The JIL count does not 

pretend to be a census of academic job opportunities in the modern languages. Not every 

four-year institution uses it to announce openings on its English and foreign language 

faculties, and very few two-year colleges use it at all. Virtually all positions listed in the 

JIL are full-time appointments, so it does not reflect the substantial number of part-time 

or temporary vacancies. Further, it does not carry openings for many of the less 

commonly taught languages that are posted more typically with language or area specific 

associations.  Over time, however, the list has served as a useful indicator of changes in 

the need for full-time academic employment opportunities in four-year colleges and 

universities  

The October 2002 JIL contained a total of 535 positions in the foreign language 

edition, registering a decline of 140 or 20.7% in comparison to October 2001. (Laurence 

& Welles, 2003). This October’s decline was not unexpected, given how closely 

academic job opportunities have historically mirrored the national economy.  Figure 1 

shows the number of positions departments advertised in the English and foreign 

language editions of the October JIL each year between 1975 and 2002. The scale of this 
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year’s decline resembles that evident between October 1990 and October 1991 when 

there was another recession in the economy.  

This October’s decline is especially pronounced in public institutions, indicating 

the direct relation between academic job opportunities in public universities and state 

budgets. In the foreign language list, public institutions advertised 105 fewer positions 

than in October 2001, representing 75% of the net decline of 140 positions. Over the five 

years 1997 to 2001, the public sector has been the source for 54% of the positions on 

average in the October foreign language JIL. In October 2002 in the foreign language list 

the proportion declined three percentage points to 51% of all positions. 

As I mentioned above, virtually all positions announced in the October JIL are 

full-time—the exact figures for the October 2002 list are 99.6% for foreign languages. In 

addition, there were 279 definite tenure-track assistant professor positions in the October 

2002 foreign language list, 15.7% less than a year ago.  Figure 2 shows the variation of 

tenure track positions advertised though time and tables 2-7 give a detailed analysis of 

positions listed by rank, institutional type and region. 

 

What is the relationship between new PhD recipients and the number and type of 

available positions?  The annual federally sponsored Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED) 

shows that the number of doctorate recipients fell by 22 or 3.4% from 641 to 619, from 

2000 to 2001. Figure 4 shows the number of PhD recipients in foreign languages and 

literatures reported by the SED each year between 1973 and 2001. After declining from 

historic highs over the years between 1974 and 1988, the number of degree recipients 

increased from 1988 through the early 1990s.  In foreign languages the 619 graduates 
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reported for 2000–01 is 44% greater than the 430 degree recipients reported as recently as 

1989.  While the number of PhDs and the number of vacancies does not seem overly 

mismatched, we know from the MLA’s placement surveys that fewer than half the PhD 

recipients are likely to be hired on tenure-track lines in their first year on the market.  

Table A shows the distribution of PhDs granted by language from 1999 through 

2001. Except for the rise in the numbers of degrees in Spanish, few trends are visible 

 

  Table A: Distribution by language of PhDs granted 1999-2001 

 1999 2000 2001 

Arabic 12 15 6 

Chinese 27 21 16 

French 149 143 141 

German 90 83 84 

Italian 20 16 16 

Japanese 10 18 17 

Russian; Slavic  43 43 39 

Spanish 201 218 233 

Other languages 76 73 61 

(SED data for 1999 &200: Doctorate Recipients by Subfield 75; app. table B1. For 2001 , Doctorate 

Recipients from United States Universities: Summary Report  2002. Chicago: National. Opinion Research 

Center at the University of Chicago, 2001. 

 

here. The numbers of degrees granted is stable for most of the languages; when the 

numbers are small, as in Arabic, Italian, and Japanese, the gain or loss of a few degree 
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recipients seems to make a great difference but in fact may well denote an anomaly rather 

than a trend. 

Table 8 shows the percentages of major languages and language groups 

represented in positions announced in the October 2001 and October 2002 lists, and 

Figure 3 tracks the record of openings in French, German, Spanish and Russian since 

1985.  A comparison with the number of PhDs for the same cycle shows that there was an 

oversupply in French and German but for other languages the numbers of PhDs was 

about right for the number of jobs. The number of people seeking appointments as 

tenure-track assistant professors each year is of course much greater than the number of 

new PhDs, since those who do not succeed in their first attempt are usually still on the 

market for at least two years.  In the field of Spanish the situation is reversed: a 

significant number of departments are not able to fill positions and renew searches in 

subsequent years, and a vacancy backlog of unfilled positions accumulates and shows up 

in subsequent issues in the JIL.  The field is in the anomalous situation of having a 

shortage of job seekers. 

 

 The MLA’s eleven  placement surveys,  (1976-2000) show that the percentage of 

PhD recipients hired on tenure -track lines in their first year on the market was highest in 

1986 at 49.6%, lowest in 1981, and has varied around 44% since 1991.  (Welles, 2000, p 

8).  In the survey of graduates receiving degrees from 1 September 2000 to 31 August of 

2001, of 316 departments that were contacted, 237 reported 794 graduates for whom the 

employment status was known; the figures for the 1996-97 survey were 260 departments 

contacted, of which 199 reported 718 graduates for whom the employment status was 
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known.  In the analysis of these surveys we exclude those graduates who return to their 

country of origin and who are no longer a part of the United States academic candidate 

pool.  In 2001, 673 candidates remained in the United States and in 1997 there were 629.  

The foreign language information is divided into six language categories: Spanish and 

Portuguese, French and Italian, Germanic, Slavic, Near Eastern, and Asian.  Overall 

placement to tenure lines was 38.6%, but as Tables 13 A-F show there is great variation 

according to language.  Of candidates in Spanish, 60.5% were successful in finding 

tenure track positions in their first year, while only 35.9% in Asian languages, 32.8% in 

French and Italian, 27.3% in German, 19.6% in Near Eastern languages, and 16.1% in 

Slavic languages were successful.  

 Distribution of graduates by gender (Table 11) is of considerable interest in 

relation to placement.  In general, gender distribution of graduates clusters around 60% 

women to 40% men. It varies from just over 50% women in Asian languages and 

literatures to more than 70% women in French and Italian. The 2000-01 survey shows 

that, competing for academic placements, women degree recipients tend to secure the 

greater number of tenure-track positions, but the men tend to be hired in numbers larger 

than their proportion in the pool. Interpretation could argue either that the academy 

continues not to hire women equitably–that is in proportion to their numbers in the pool 

of graduates–or, alternatively, that the field tends to correct gender imbalances in degree 

recipients through preferential hiring.  It could also be argued that gender proportionality 

is a statistical construct, whereas hiring occurs in an everyday reality where people base 

decisions on judgements about individuals and needs of a department over all. 
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 Since the 1998 MLA enrollment survey shows that 79.2 % of undergraduates are 

studying French, German, or Spanish, (Brod & Welles, 1998, p.26), it seems that higher 

education is well served by having a sufficient pool of candidates to choose from in all 

but Spanish.  The analysis of preferences in position listings in the JIL can shed some 

light on the expectations of undergraduate departments in regard to the expertise in 

teaching and scholarship desired in their new assistant professors.  The listings (467 out 

of 535 or 87%) show that most departments link their openings to distinct literary 

specialties most often defined by period.  Tables 9a&b show that the most popular fields 

were literatures of the 19th and 20th centuries and literature before the 16th century.  In 

Spanish, which of course has the lion’s share of positions, Latin American literatures has 

about twice as many openings as Peninsular literature, and among other regional 

literatures or studies, Francophone Studies stands out for the consistency with which it 

has been requested since 1994.  There are typically clusters of interest in any given year; 

for example, in 2000 in humanities, in 2001 in women’s studies, and in 2002 in video and 

film. 

 Besides a literary research specialty, expertise for teaching both language and 

literature is the most common desideratum, characteristic of 53.9% of tenure-track 

positions (table 15). The proportion of these characteristics differs according to 

institutional type.  Table 14 shows that the combined language and literature expertise 

was sought commonly at BA granting institutions (72.9%) but only at 25.9% of PhD 

granting universities.  Literary expertise alone was preferred in 61.4% of those 

universities, but in only 13.3% of BA granting institutions.  Language only was 

advertised in very few instances, in part because a listing for a person with that expertise 
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usually implies a special position, such as language coordinator, of which there is usually 

only one per program.  Since 1997 we have been tracking the number of listings that 

mention familiarity with technology as desirable (Table 16).  Those that require or prefer 

candidates to have this knowledge has remained about 24% since 1998.  

 

 Another source of information about departmental needs for its teaching staff can 

be found in the MLA project supported by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, which 

identifies departmental practices most commonly associated with successful 

undergraduate programs.  We conducted a survey in the fall of 1999, which collected 

information about the distribution of teaching, curricular, and administrative 

arrangements, as well as 1995 and 1999 data about enrollments in introductory and 

advanced courses and the number of majors.  We defined successful departments as 

those, in any language, with growing enrollments and increasing number of majors.  

While recognizing that quantifiable assessment leaves out much about the quality and 

texture of education, enrollments and majors are the most visible sign of a department’s 

condition and are often central to support from institutional administrations.   

 Details about the project may be found in our reports. Successful College and 

University Foreign Language Programs, 1995-99: Part 1, Profession 2001, (Goldberg & 

Welles, 2001) tracks trends in enrollments and numbers of majors, the overall distribution 

of program features, and gives an analysis of those program features associated with 

growing enrollments in introductory courses.  Part 2 (Goldberg , Lusin &Welles, 2003) 

analyzes program features associated with increasing advanced enrollments and numbers 
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of majors.  I will only describe some of the results in regard to advanced levels since it is 

these classes that will produce students who can continue to graduate school.  

Most immediately-striking among the revelations of the data is the fact that 

growing enrollments at the advanced level and in numbers of majors are both more likely 

to be associated with growth in enrollments at the introductory level than with any other 

program practice or feature.  Attention to oral communication rather than reading and on 

culture rather than literature in the lower level curriculum is also frequently associated 

with growth in both majors and advanced enrollments.  It is no surprise, then, that a 

language program coordinator at the lower levels of instruction is a feature often 

associated with growth at the upper levels. 

 Also strongly associated with growth in advanced courses and majors is study 

abroad. Growing study abroad programs, and not surprisingly, support for faculty study 

abroad, stand out as key practices that (directly or indirectly) serve to attract students at 

all levels and in most languages. 

In the curriculum, relatively traditional courses based on the study of the canon 

(organized by genres or periods) appear to be the strongest thematic draw for students to 

advanced level courses, but not to majors.  Courses that combine study of the canon with 

non-canonical texts, or include in their discussion approaches based on class, race, and 

gender, offer the curricular emphasis most frequently associated with growth in numbers 

of majors and double majors.  However, courses based only on non-literary or non-

canonical texts, were both infrequent and unpopular with students.   These findings are 

borne out in the kinds of job descriptions that appear in the JIL, emphasizing the need for 
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the job candidate to be proficient in teaching of both language and literature, and in the 

requests for expertise in literature of a period, in film, and women’s studies.  

A wide range of educational practices outside the regular classroom schedule, 

such as weekend classes and immersion programs, language houses (where students live 

and meet to practice the language), and internships (in the community and abroad), are all 

associated with programs in which numbers of majors and enrollments are growing.  The 

use of technology for study, practice outside of class, and distance learning, but not 

classroom teaching, are strongly associated with effectively attracting undergraduate 

students to the upper levels of the program.  

Certain practices and approaches are associated with growth in advanced courses 

or in majors but, notably, not in both. Programs for heritage learners are associated with 

growth in advanced enrollments and not in majors. The availability of language study in 

combination with programs in professional schools proves a strong draw for majors (and 

double majors), but has only a modest association with increases in advanced 

enrollments. 

 

New assistant professors face a number of challenges.  I am sure they know that 

the biggest one is achieving tenure, which involves research and publication for which 

they are usually well prepared.  However, they may not have had experience or good 

supervision as graduate students in teaching a variety of language, literature, and culture 

courses or in directing out of class activities that seem to be effective for students to learn 

language, literature, and culture.  For example, are they given training in technology, 

instruction in the communicative approach to language teaching, or the development of a 
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literature course?  While it is impossible to prepare graduates students for every situation 

and for programs in all areas, it might be useful if graduate programs- and many may be 

doing so- encouraged reflection about teaching, curriculum design, and departmental 

service as these are the activities most likely to bolster enrollments and make the 

department a success, at least in the eyes of institutional administrators. 

 Again, turning to national trends in student enrollments, the MLA 1995 and 1998 

enrollment surveys showed that while the number of students studying languages 

remained stable, Spanish enrollments increased to more than half of the total. At the same 

time student interest in traditionally taught languages, notably, French, German, and 

Russian, declined.  However, enrollments in many of the less commonly taught 

languages increased by small increments.  These trends indicate that of those students not 

taking Spanish, a greater number are studying a greater number of different languages.  

(Brod & Welles, 26).  Does this suggest that we are not preparing enough PhDs in those 

other languages, like Arabic, to teach what the students will probably demand?  

 It is very distressing, then, to see the decrease in state funding for their 

universities that I noted had been an important factor in the drop in the job market.  This 

decrease will undoubtedly have an impact on the funding of graduate programs as well. 

Table 17 shows that two thirds of the graduate programs that produce the greatest number 

of PhDs are in large public research institutions: The economic downturn is not the only 

reason for concern. States have for some time been directing moneys away from higher 

education to other priorities and have demanded that the funding for teaching staff and 

classes be based on the number of full-time equivalents. We cannot, however expect 

students to learn languages where no programs exist.  With or without government 
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funding, colleges and universities need to make opportunities, graduate and 

undergraduate to learn languages other than French, German and Spanish, however small 

the enrollments.  Greater institutional support for small programs might have provided a 

greater supply of educated Arabists when they were needed.  Only in higher education 

can students gain the deep knowledge of language and culture that make them into world 

citizens and only advanced understanding obtained though graduate education can 

provide the depth of knowledge we need now.  I think Jefferson would agree. 
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