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= otes from the Chair

88 Even casual readers of the education press
= are aware that higher education is falling
= = under increasing public scrutiny and de-
B 'E'E "= mands for accountability, budgets are an-
nually reduced as expenses increase, and, in the case of
history enrollments, demand continues to expand. Na-
tionally, the code words that encompass our challenge
seem to be “strategic planning,” a euphemism for “down
sizing” at worst, and, at best, coping with steady-state fi-
nancing. To take on responsibility as executive officer in
any academic department in these times may be the ulti-
mate act of masochism.

Yet, on assuming the chair in this department this past
January, | mustadmit to a certain sense of optimism about
our current state and our future direction. In mid-August
the Dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences
charged each of his departments with the task of respond-
ing to a questionnaire about their current strengths. He
asked the strategic planning committees reviewing these
documents to contemplate a college that was being built
anew: which units ought to be central and how should
resources be reallocated to further their mission? The
results of that exercise will not be in before early next se-
mester, but in drawing up our response [ learned a few
things and had other impressions confirmed about our
department and faculty. It is this which underlies my
optimism.

We reviewed longitudinal surveys done in 1991 and
1990 of history graduates from 1976 as well as 1989 to see
what kind of job we have been doing in the classroom.
From both groups, the number of history graduates who
responded that they would repeat their major field if start-
ing over today exceeded collegewide responses to the
same question by 12%. Likewise, “strongly positive” at-
titudes toward the university by our history majors led
both college and campus figures. Forty-four percent of our
1989 graduates went on for post-graduate study, most of
them in other fields. Those fields are reflected in career
patterns of the 1976 graduates: law (42%), education {15%),

business {11%), and library /museum work (9%). What .
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these data point to is an
advertisement for the
value of a humanities
education and, in particu-
lar, the part our unit has
been playing in prepar-
ing students for profes-
sional careers.

Jumping to mea-
sures of productivity, the
numbers of history ma-
jors at lllinois have con-
formed to a steady increase in national enrollments in his-
tory since 1988. Today, this department has more than
doubled the number of students in comparison to a de-
cade ago (taught by a combined faculty and teaching as-
sistant strength that is slightly less than 10 years ago).
Despite the numbers, the department continues to rank
among the best teaching units in the college as measured
by student assessments. Our PhD “production” during
the last two academic years (nine each year) puts us in the
company of the average figures for all but three of the
mythical top ten departments nationally.

Faculty productivity is equally impressive. During
the past five years, 76% of our full professors (68% of our
faculty as a whole) have published at least one book, and,
combining those figures with refereed articles and book
chapters, during the past two years, 96% of the professors
(89% of the entire faculty) have appeared in print, most
on multiple occasions. These same figures resurface when
we look at prestigious awards in national and international
competition. During the past 15 years, 77% of our col-
leagues have won such awards for their research (most of
them more than once).

In short, we are poised to enter our second century
of service, teaching, and research with an optimism that
contradicts all omens that are usually conjured up when
we hear about “strategic planning.”

Charles Stewart
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