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I read with interest not long ago in the pages of the ADE Bulletin Katie
Conboy’s article “What Can You Do with an English Major?” I found it
engaging and useful but general. She reports what we all kind of know in-
tuitively: that English majors can do anything they want to do and that
they work in all sorts of professional fields, from banking to engineering
to teaching to librarianship to manufacturing to editing to whatever. I
decided that it was time to try to find more specific data on what English
majors who graduated from the Lehigh University English department
in the past two decades are doing to make a living and how they feel
about having majored in English. Others in the profession may be inter-
ested in the methods we used, the results that we found, and the issues we
now face.

In March 2002 we sent questionnaires to all 477 of Lehigh’s English
major alumni who had graduated between 1980 and 2000. The question-
naire was phrased similarly to one reported in 1985 in College English that
we sent out to the 151 English majors who had graduated between 1960
and 1980. Our goal then as now was to learn what kinds of jobs our gradu-
ates were actually doing in the real world, how they felt about having ma-
jored in English, and what benefits they saw from their degree. Those
questions led to more difficult ones: Given the jobs that our majors are ac-
tually doing, should we attempt to restructure the English major or our
teaching of specific courses in ways that might better prepare them for
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those jobs? And should we change the way we advise the students who
choose to major with us?

This article is a report of what we found out from our 2002 survey. The
results are no doubt skewed in some ways by the particular kind of univer-
sity that Lehigh University is: a small, private, selective eastern university.
Still, our majors are surely not entirely unlike English majors across the
country, and our statistics may in any case provide faculty members in
other colleges and universities with a basis for comparison with what has
happened to their own graduates, should they seek to conduct a survey
similar to ours.

GETTING STARTED

After securing a commitment from the English department to cover the
costs of stationery and postage, I paid a visit to the director of career ser-
vices at Lehigh and requested that the office join forces with the English
department and the alumni association to conduct a career survey of our
English alums. The director said she would love to know what our majors
were doing and would help in any way she could. The biggest help was the
off-peak services of a wonderful office coordinator, who made an initial
tabulation of the results when the questionnaires finally started to come in.
Then I called my best contact at the Lehigh University Alumni Associa-
tion—Jill Anderson, an English major, class of 1991, who works as director
of alumni clubs. She was able to provide me a list of all our English major
alums who had graduated between 1980 and 2000. “We can send the list
electronically right up to printing services,” she said. “Do you want the list
separated by sex?” I thought for a moment and replied, “That would be
wonderful.” Knowing that most of our English majors in the past quarter
century were women, I thought it might be interesting to find out whether
the responses of women alums were substantially different from those of
men. Not long after that I took to printing services a cover letter, the two-
page questionnaire, and a set of instructions about printing the question-
naires, addressing the 477 business-size envelopes, and printing return
addresses on 477 smaller (9-inch) return envelopes. For a remarkably small
fee, the good folks at printing took it from there, copying and folding the
cover letter and the questionnaire, affixing stamps, stuffing and sealing the
envelopes that had magically been addressed from the list sent up by the
alumni association, and mailing the whole tray of letters. We had had them
print the questionnaires for the women on yellow and the questionnaires
for the men on green, to make it easier to separate them after they came
in. We did not attempt to individualize the cover letters.
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Most of the 218 responses came back in the first two weeks, but they
dribbled in for the next two months. The response rate of 45.7% seems
reasonable enough, particularly when we recall that the alumni association
does not have up-to-date addresses for all our nomadic alums and that for
many the most recent address on file is their parents’ address. Although
there were some small differences in the responses of the women and the
men alums, the biggest difference was in the response rate. The response
rate for women was significantly higher than for men; 147 of the 285
women we sent letters to returned the questionnaires, or 51.6%. Only 71
of the 192 men returned them, or 37.0%. Anyone analyzing the results of
the survey, then, should remember that we have more women English ma-
jor alums than men and that the women had a better response rate than
the men. Because of those two facts, of the actual responses reported be-
low, those by women outnumber those by men two to one.

THE RESPONSES

At Lehigh we have tended over the years to build our English major on
the assumption that our best students will someday want to go to gradu-
ate school, probably in English or secondary education. In fact, as table 1
shows, few graduates do continue in English. Less than 6% obtain the
MA in English—only a few more than go on to get an MBA—while 10%
study education. Only 5 of the 218 respondents got a PhD in English, in

TABLE 1
ENGLISH MAJORS WHO DID OR DID NOT RECEIVE

POSTGRADUATE DEGREES

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

DEGREE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

No postgraduate 
degree 44 62.0 85 57.8 129 59.2

Doctor of Laws 15 21.1 24 16.3 39 17.9
MA in education 5 7.0 17 11.6 22 10.1
MA in English 2 2.8 10 6.8 12 5.5
MBA 4 5.6 6 4.1 10 4.6
Doctorate in 

English 1 1.4 4 2.7 5 2.3
Doctorate in 

education 0 0.0 1 0.7 1 0.5

Total 71 100.0 147 100.0 218 100.0
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sharp contrast to the 39 who became doctors of jurisprudence—that is,
lawyers. Lehigh English, it turns out, is far more a feeder major for law
school than for graduate school in English or education. Our women
alums are more likely to go on to study English or education than men,
who in a greater percentage study law.

Perhaps the most important information is conveyed in table 2. The re-
sponses of our English alums show that they are engaged in a wide variety
of occupations, some in more than one occupation. Less than half (though
more than half of the women) are involved in some sort of educational en-
terprise or in one of what I have termed the words-delivery professions
like writing, publishing, television, and librarianship. More than a quarter
are involved in law or public-service fields, which include health care, so-
cial work, and military service. But more than 40%—and more than 60%
of the men—are involved in some sort of business or industry. I should
note that the numbers add up to more than the 218 responses because we
invited respondents to give more than one response to the questions about
their current job or employment status. Some indicated, for example, that
they were involved in both librarianship and home schooling their chil-
dren; others indicated that they were teaching and pursuing a master’s de-
gree at the same time.

TABLE 2
CURRENT EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF ENGLISH MAJORS

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

EMPLOYMENT NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Business and 
industry 45 63.4 50 34.0 95 43.6

Words delivery 11 15.5 45 30.6 56 25.7
Education 9 12.7 35 23.8 44 20.2
Public service 13 18.3 20 13.6 33 15.1
Law 9 12.7 20 13.6 29 13.3
Other 6 8.5 24 16.3 30 13.8

Total number 
of responses 93 194 287

Total respondents 
(basis for 
percentage) 71 147 218

Note: Respondents were able to give answers for more than one employment cate-
gory. Percentages can thus exceed 100.
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When I compared these results with those of twenty years ago (the
1960–80 group), I found that there was remarkable continuity in the forty-
year period, even though most of the responses to the earlier questionnaire
were made by men (Lehigh did not become coeducational until 1972). The
percentages of the two groups going into education were almost exactly
the same, as were the percentages of those going into business and indus-
try. Of the other categories, words-delivery and public-service profession-
als both gained a little in the second twenty-year period, while law fell off a
bit, but the changes were not drastic. Our English department, then, for
the past four decades has prepared students for more jobs in business and
industry than in any other profession.

One question we asked alums was what, now that they had graduated
and were involved in the workaday world, they thought the two main
benefits of majoring in English were. We gave them eight choices, in no
particular order. Table 3 shows these eight choices rearranged according
to the rank our alums, collectively, gave them. No doubt some of us in
the department thought that our primary function was to give our majors

TABLE 3
BENEFITS OF MAJORING IN ENGLISH

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

BENEFIT NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Writing skills 48 67.6 104 70.7 152 69.7
Critical-

thinking skills 41 57.7 88 59.9 129 59.2
Literary appreciation

and analysis 13 18.3 35 23.8 48 22.0
Personal growth 13 18.3 20 13.6 33 15.1
Understanding 

human nature 7 9.9 23 15.6 30 13.8
Public-

speaking skills 5 7.0 11 7.5 16 7.3
Social skills 4 5.6 4 2.7 8 3.7
Understanding the 

history of 
literature 2 2.8 1 0.7 3 1.4

Total number 
of responses 133 286 419

Total respondents 
(basis for 
percentage) 71 147 218
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an understanding of the history of literature, but almost none of our
alums—a minuscule 3 of the 218—mentioned that as one of the top two
benefits. By far the two most beneficial aspects of majoring in English
mentioned by alums were the writing skills and the critical-thinking skills
they developed.

On the questionnaire we asked whether our alums would recommend
that other Lehigh students major in English. It is gratifying to note that a
whopping 200 of the 218, or 91.7%, said they would. Only 8, or 3.7%, said
they would not. (Ten respondents left the question blank.) We also asked
them to write in why they would (or would not) make that recommenda-
tion. Some of the positive responses are worth quoting. Alums said that
they would recommend that others major in English because:

• Mastery in language gives you so much pleasure in life, along with success in
business.

• What better way is there to learn about life?
• It helps in all areas of any career path you may choose—writing, speaking, lis-

tening, creating, thinking.
• It gives students an opportunity to explore who they really are.
• As an English major leaving Lehigh, you are already strides ahead of the ma-

jority of people in the working world in that you have the ability to commu-
nicate ideas clearly, think on your feet, and read Middle English in the original
language. Okay, that last one I haven’t had the chance to use yet, but I’m
ready!

• I would not have enjoyed studying anything else as much—there is just so
much to embrace in English.

The survey was designed primarily to tell whether our students thought
that their having majored in English had practical benefits for them. At
least at Lehigh, where historically there are lots of business, science, engi-
neering, and social science majors, students who major in English some-
times feel put down for selecting an impractical, pie-in-the-sky, lazy-bones,
artsy-fartsy major. In the questionnaire we asked two questions to ascertain
the practicality of a degree in English. The questions are reported in tables
4A and 4B. The responses to the first question were encouraging. When
asked whether having majored in English helped our alums to land their
current job, three-quarters, or 152 of the 205 who answered this question,
said that it had. The response to the second question, whether having ma-
jored in English helps alums do their current job, was even more encour-
aging. More than nine-tenths, or 198 of the respondents, said that it did.
Curiously, of the men responding, not one said that having majored in En-
glish did not help him do his current job.
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CURRICULAR MATTERS

We also asked a few questions that related to the broader English curricu-
lum we teach at Lehigh. The responses, we thought, might help us re-
design or tinker with the structure of the major and advise our students.

The English faculty has pondered for decades the extent to which we
should offer a basic major with relatively few requirements and by so do-
ing encourage students to do two majors, one in English and one in some
other field. That makes a certain kind of sense, but it risks short-changing
students who might want to do graduate work in English. We have tradi-
tionally resolved this tension by offering two tracks in the major, one reg-
ular one with minimal requirements and one honors track for students
with a high GPA and more apparent ambition to pursue English at the
graduate level. Those on the honors track take more courses and write a
thesis. One of the questions we asked our alums was whether they thought
it a good idea to structure the major in such a way that students could do
double majors. The response was a loud and clear yes! As table 5A shows,
almost 80% of our alums thought it better to keep the double major an
option; fewer than a quarter indicated that a “single major in English” is

TABLE 4A
DID MAJORING IN ENGLISH HELP YOU GET YOUR CURRENT JOB?

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

ANSWER NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Yes 51 75.0 101 73.7 152 74.1
No 17 25.0 36 26.3 53 25.9

Total 68 100.0 137 100.0 205 100.0

Note: Thirteen respondents left this question blank.

TABLE 4B
DOES HAVING MAJORED IN ENGLISH HELP YOU DO YOUR

CURRENT JOB?

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

ANSWER NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Yes 69 100.0 129 96.3 198 97.5
No 0 0.0 5 3.7 5 2.5

Total 69 100.0 134 100.0 203 100.0

Note: Fifteen respondents left this question blank.
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“just fine.” Seven ambivalent students checked both, apparently wanting
to communicate that either way is a good idea.

Table 5B shows the second major completed by the 74 graduates among
our 218 respondents (34%) who had actually completed a double major.
Most were in the social sciences, particularly psychology and political sci-
ence, but a number were in other humanities subjects, in business, in sci-
ence, or in engineering.

Another question we asked was what different decisions our alums might
have made, after having had some experience in the real world, about majors,
minors, collateral courses, foreign languages, whatever. The responses were
all write-in, so no two graduates used the same language. I tabulated the an-
swers as best I could, and show the results in table 6. Two responses stand
out. First, our graduates wished they had studied a foreign language (Spanish
was mentioned most frequently as being particularly useful in their careers);
second, they wished they had taken at least a course or two in business, eco-
nomics, marketing, or basic finance. A lesser number wished they had availed
themselves of the chance to travel and study abroad or had taken more social
science or humanities courses. I sensed from the responses that some alums
wistfully realized that the college years are an opportunity to learn all sorts of
things and that it is difficult to take the time or find the teachers with whom
to learn later. As one alum wrote, “I guess I blew my chance, huh?”

Readers of Profession will perhaps be less interested in the specific results
of the survey we did here at Lehigh than in its implications for their own

TABLE 5A
IS IT A GOOD IDEA FOR THE DEPARTMENT TO STRUCTURE THE MAJOR

SO THAT STUDENTS CAN EASILY DO A DOUBLE MAJOR, OR IS A SINGLE

MAJOR IN ENGLISH JUST FINE?

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

ANSWER NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Make double major 
a realistic option 61 85.9 112 76.2 173 79.4

Single major in 
English is fine 14 19.7 38 25.9 52 23.9

Total 75 150 225
Total respondents 

(basis for 
percentage) 71 147 218

Note: Seven respondents selected both answers.
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alums. They may be encouraged by this example to conduct surveys of
their own English major alums (see app.). Will they discover, as we did,
that their alums out there are by and large delighted that they majored in
English and would strongly recommend that others do so as well? Will
they discover, as we did, that their alums are doing all sorts of interesting
and rewarding work out there and are certain that having majored in En-
glish helps them both to get and to do their jobs? Will they discover, as we
did, that their alums feel particularly fortunate that as English majors they
developed both their writing and their critical-thinking skills?

Whatever the results, they will probably find that the real work begins
after the surveys are tabulated and summarized. Will they conclude that
since their English major alums are so pleased with their majors and doing
such richly diversified work out there, they should make no changes in
their program? Will they conclude that they should worry less about things

TABLE 5B
SECOND MAJOR OF RESPONDENTS WHO COMPLETED A DOUBLE MAJOR

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

ANSWER NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Political science, 
history, 
international 
relations 9 36.0 12 24.5 21 28.4

Psychology 
or sociology 1 4.0 14 28.6 15 20.3

Sciences, 
engineering, 
or math 7 28.0 4 8.2 11 14.9

Business or 
economics 5 20.0 4 8.2 9 12.2

Languages 1 4.0 6 12.2 7 9.5
Theater or music 2 8.0 3 6.1 5 6.8
Journalism or 

public relations 0 0.0 5 10.2 5 6.8
Philosophy 0 0.0 1 2.0 1 1.4

Total completing 
double major 25 100.0 49 100.0 74 100.0

No double major 
or no answer 46 64.8 98 66.7 144 66.1

Total 
respondents 71 147 218
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like period coverage and theoretical sophistication in the major and try to
redesign the curriculum or the individual courses in it to emphasize even
more the development of writing and critical-thinking skills and to advise
their majors to find a meaningful second major in addition to English?
Will they conclude . . . well, what will they conclude?

Let the debate begin.
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Appendix

Others who are contemplating surveying their own English majors may want to see the
two documents below. The first is my cover letter to our graduates. The second is the
survey itself, which was originally printed on both sides of a single sheet of paper.

If I were doing the survey over, I would consider shortening the questionnaire by
eliminating several of the questions on the second side of the sheet. Clearly our majors

TABLE 6
IF YOU WERE BACK AT THE SOPHOMORE CROSSROADS AGAIN,
KNOWING WHAT YOU KNOW NOW, WHAT DIFFERENT DECISIONS

WOULD YOU MAKE ABOUT YOUR MAJOR, MINOR, COLLATERAL

COURSES, FOREIGN LANGUAGE COURSES, WHATEVER?

MEN WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN

ANSWER NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Take foreign 
language courses 9 34.6 40 39.2 49 38.3

Take courses in 
business, economics, 
or finance 8 30.8 31 30.4 39 30.5

Take study abroad 5 19.2 10 9.8 15 11.7
Take social 

science courses 1 3.8 12 11.8 13 10.2
Take more 

humanities courses 3 11.5 9 8.8 12 9.4

Total 26 100.0 102 100.0 128 100.0
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are busy, and answering questions takes time and thought. I feel sure that our response
rate would have been even higher if we had asked fewer questions, and of course analyz-
ing the results would have been easier and cheaper as well. A multiple-choice test is eas-
ier to administer and to grade than an essay test, and the second page started to feel like
an essay test, both to the alums and to the “graders” back on the campus.

I have no other advice except that the return nine-inch envelope should be addressed
to a professor in the English department rather than to a secretary or someone in career
services. And I am certain that it helped that we put a real stamp, not a printed postage-
meter label or a bulk-mail label, on the envelope.

MEMO TO STUDENTS

March 1, 2002
To: Lehigh English majors, 1980–2000
From: Pete Beidler
Subject: Career survey

As some of you know, I have been teaching at Lehigh for several decades and have been
running our Career Night for English Majors for almost as long. The purpose of this let-
ter is to ask you to let me know what sort of career you—one of our English graduates—
are engaged in at the present time. And while I am at it, I want to ask you a few more
questions about your experience as an English major at Lehigh and your life out there in
the “real world.”

The enclosed questionnaire is designed to solicit from our 500 or so English majors in
the past twenty years some information that may help current and future Lehigh stu-
dents decide whether to major in English, what career paths are open to them if they do
major in English, how literature and writing can help them live their lives, and so on.
The information you give us will be tabulated and summarized, and will help the faculty
to better advise current students. In tabulating and analyzing the results I will have some
welcome help from our good friends in Career Services at Lehigh.

I have a question on there about whether you’d like to come back to Lehigh (at your
own expense, alas) to talk with some of our majors about your own career path. I always
have lots of volunteers, so say yes only if you would like an excuse to come “home” for an
evening.

Please, could you fill the form out right away and return it to me in the enclosed
stamped envelope? We will start tabulating the results immediately, so please do not
delay your response. It will take just a minute to fill out the questionnaire—whatever
parts of it you want to fill out. Do note that there are questions on both sides of the
sheet. The longer you wait the less the chance that you will get to it. I’d really like to
know what you are up to out there and whether you are happy about your having ma-
jored in English during your years at Lehigh. Putting your name and address on the
form is optional.

Hey, we paid good money for that stamp, so don’t let it go to waste! Thanks so much.

LEHIGH UNIVERSITY, 2002: SURVEY OF ENGLISH MAJORS

1. Year you undergraduated ___________________________________________________

2. Other major you graduated with besides English _______________________________

3. Highest degree you attained after you got your bachelor’s at Lehigh
certificate in____________________________________________________________
master’s in _____________________________________________________________
doctorate in ___________________________________________________________
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4. Your job title, if you have one _______________________________________________

5. Please check the option below that comes closest to describing your current job or
employment status. Check more than one if you need to.

Teaching (indicate level)
Primary
Secondary
College
Other ______________________________________________________________

Words delivery (specify)
Publishing
Radio or television
Theater
Writing
Librarianship
Other ______________________________________________________________

Law
Medicine or pharmaceuticals
Homemaking or caring for family
Still in school
Seeking employment
Retired or disabled
Public service (specify)

Government
Health care
Social work
Military service
Museum work
Charity or philanthropy
Other ______________________________________________________________

Business and industry
Banking
Manufacturing
Insurance
Management
Public relations
Human resources (personnel)
Advertising
Investments
Construction
Engineering
Consulting
Computing
Other ______________________________________________________________

6. In your experience, what are the two most important benefits of majoring in English?
Literary appreciation and analysis
Understanding of human nature
Understanding history of literature
Personal growth as a human being
Critical-thinking skills
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Writing skills
Social skills
Public-speaking skills
Other ________________________________________________________________

7. Would you recommend that current Lehigh students major in English?
No, because____________________________________________________________
Yes, because____________________________________________________________

8. Is there some advice you wish someone had given you when you were a junior English
major at Lehigh? If so, what?

9. A number of our students double major, combining English with some other major.
Do you think it is a good idea for us to structure the major in such a way as to make
double majoring a realistic option, or is a single major in English just fine?

Double majoring is a great idea
English alone is just fine

10. Students at Lehigh wonder what it is like in the “real world.” Write down a phrase or
sentence to describe it.

11. Did majoring in English help you get your current job?
No, because __________________________________________________________
Yes, because __________________________________________________________

12. Does having majored in English help you do your present job?
No, because __________________________________________________________
Yes, because __________________________________________________________

13. If you were back at the sophomore crossroads again, knowing what you know now,
what different decisions might you have made about majors, minors, collateral
courses, foreign language courses, whatever? Please specify.

14. Is there anything else you want to say here?
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15. Are you interested in returning to campus to take part in a Career Night for 
English Majors?

Yes Maybe No

Name and address (optional, unless you want me to call you about helping with a 
Career Night)

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
Phone __________________________________________________________________
E-mail _________________________________________________________________


