
Report on the 2003–04 Job Information List
A total of 2,349 advertisements from more than 1,300 departments appeared in the MLA Job Information List (JIL)
this past subscription year, September 2003 to July 2004. (A small number of announcements come from non-
academic sources, so an approximate number is given; the exact count of advertisers is 1,341.) Advertisements in
the JIL’s English edition announced 1,541 positions, 139 (8%) fewer than a year ago. In the foreign language edi-
tion advertisements announced 1,285 positions, 82 (6%) fewer positions than a year ago. (Positions announced in
both the English and foreign language JIL are counted twice, once for each edition.) Of the 1,341 advertisers that
ran announcements in the JIL last year, 1,273 are located in the United States, 43 in Canada, and 25 outside the
United States and Canada. Since 2000–01, when the JIL published 2,815 ads, the number of ads posted in the JIL
has declined by 466 (16.6%). Over the same four-year period (2000–01 to 2003–04) the number of positions adver-
tised in the JIL has declined by 287 (15.7%) in the English edition and 197 (13.3%) in the foreign language edition.

Figure 1, showing the trend lines from 1975–76 through 2003–04 for the numbers of positions announced in the
JIL’s English and foreign language editions, makes apparent how closely the ups and downs in the numbers of
positions reflect cycles of recession and recovery in the broader economy of the United States. In the English list,
the number of positions announced annually has fluctuated in a range between 1,100 and 2,100; the foreign lan-
guage list has fluctuated in a range between 1,000 and 1,900. The English list reached a high of 2,075 positions in
1988–89 and a low of 1,152 positions in 1992–93. The foreign language list reached a high of 1,873 positions in
1988–89 and a low of 1,047 in 1993–94. Figure 1 allows one to gauge the decline in numbers of academic job
openings announced in both editions of the JIL since the recent peak in 2000–01 in comparison with that of a
decade ago. The figure also makes apparent how since 1997–98 the number of positions advertised in the foreign
language edition has lagged behind the number in the English edition.

Although job seekers now chiefly access the JIL as an online database updated weekly, we continue to track
numbers of listings and positions according to the five seasonal print issues, October, December, February, April,
and the Summer Supplement. Tables 1 and 2 detail the numbers of positions announced in each of the seasonal
issues across the twenty-nine years 1975–76 to 2003–04. (Since 1999, some advertisements have appeared only in
the online database and not in print; positions announced in these no-print ads are included in the counts
recorded in tables 1 and 2.) As tables 1 and 2 show, through the 1980s the October lists claimed an increasing
share of each year’s total number of jobs advertised, and through the 1990s half to as much as three-fifths or more
of all jobs advertised in the JIL were being announced in October. Since 2001–02, however, the pattern has again
altered, with more positions being announced later and the percentage of positions announced in the October lists
declining by fifteen to twenty percentage points, from approximately 60% of the English total to 42% and from
approximately 55% of the foreign language total to 35%. The tables show as well how the Summer Supplement
has emerged as an increasingly important seasonal segment, this year claiming 10% of the full-year totals in both
the English and the foreign language editions. The changes may reflect departments’ increasing familiarity with
the JIL as an online database that makes ads available within the week departments submit them, as well as
delays in authorizations to hire occasioned by constrained state and institutional budgets.

Now that the list is compiled as an online database, it is possible to supplement our annual reading and analysis
of ads in the October lists with a machine analysis of the full years’ databases and the ways departments use the
MLA’s index terms for rank and specialty field to classify their listings for searching. Our analysis of the October
lists suggests that, in any given year, from half to three-fifths of the total number of positions announced annually
are tenure-track appointments at the rank of assistant professor. Machine analysis of the way departments use the
four index terms for rank—instructor, assistant professor, associate professor, and full professor—supports this
rough generalization, with the important caveat that the JIL system includes no separate index term for tenure
status. Information about the tenure status of positions is thus not computable by machine analysis but can only
be gleaned by reading the ads.

Tables 3 and 4 summarize how departments have used the four terms for rank in ads they submitted to the JIL,
across the four years 2000–01 to 2003–04. The results are ordered from greatest to least use, using 2003–04 as the
reference year, and indicate the number of listings indexed for one and only one rank term as well as all the com-
binations departments have used (assistant and associate, instructor and assistant, and so forth). The results show
that assistant professor is far and away the rank that JIL ads call for most often and with notable consistency from
year to year. On average across the four years, just under two-thirds (65%) of the listings submitted to the JIL’s
English edition have called for the rank of assistant professor (and only assistant professor); just under three-fifths
(59%) of the listings submitted to the foreign language edition called for the rank of assistant professor (and only
assistant professor). The JIL allows departments to use any combination of the four available rank terms to index
any listing they submit, and row headings with more than one rank term indicate listings where departments
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called for more than one rank and the combinations they used. (We strongly encourage departments to create
separate listings for each position that they wish to advertise, but some listings announce multiple positions at
different ranks and in different fields.) If listings that call for assistant professor among other ranks are included
with those that call only for the rank of assistant professor, 80% of listings in the English edition and 73% of list-
ings in the foreign language edition included the rank of assistant professor as at least one of the index terms used.

Analysis of departments’ use of the index terms for field specialty is more complex than that for rank. Twenty
terms are available for listings submitted to the English edition, twenty-five for the foreign language edition, and
all forty-five for interdisciplinary ads that appear in both the English and foreign language lists. Of the array of
available index terms, up to ten may be used for any single listing. As a result, across the database the number of
unique index-term combinations is so large—more than 500, representing almost a quarter of all listings—that
direct analysis of the way departments index their listings yields little of use. More fruitful, however, is counting
the number of times each of the forty-five index terms was used. Because many ads call for more than one index
term, the total number of index-term calls is far greater than the total number of ads. The percentage of listings
that called for any single index term can be calculated, however.

Tables 5 and 6 present results of an analysis of index-term calls in the English and foreign language editions
across the four years 2000–01 to 2003–04. The first column under each year shows the number of times a given
field index term was used; the second column expresses that number as a percentage of the total number of index-
term calls; the third column shows the percentage of listings that number of index calls represents, using the total
number of listings for that year (rather than the total number of index-term calls) as the base. In the JIL’s English
edition the three index terms British literature, American literature, and composition and rhetoric are most frequently
used, by a considerable margin, claiming roughly 30% of all ads each of the four years. In the foreign language
edition, Spanish was called for in nearly half of all ads in 2000–01 and 2001–02 and in more than 45% in 2002–03
and 2003–04. French was called for in 15% to 20% of foreign language listings across all four years, German in
11% to 13%. Four additional index terms specifying fields were used in more than 10% of foreign language list-
ings—comparative literature, linguistics and ESL, Latin America, and generalist (I exclude here as insufficiently specific
the terms after 1800 and other). In table 5 field terms from the foreign languages generally indicate listings that
appeared in the foreign language as well as the English edition. In table 6 field terms from English generally indi-
cate listings that appeared in the English as well as the foreign language edition.

David Laurence

Figure 1
Total Number of Positions Advertised Annually in the English and Foreign Language Editions of the MLA Job Information List,
1975–76 to 2003–04
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Table 4
Number of Listings Advertising Positions at Various Ranks, Foreign Language Edition of the MLA Job Information List, 2000–01
to 2003–04

2000–01 2001–02 2002–03 2003–04

No. of Percentage No. of Percentage No. of Percentage No. of Percentage
Rank Listings of Listings Listings of Listings Listings of Listings Listings of Listings

Assistant professor 791 57.4 739 59.0 765 60.9 667 56.7
Instructor 201 14.6 183 14.6 171 13.6 192 16.3
Assistant professor / associate professor 65 4.7 62 4.9 76 6.1 65 5.5
Instructor / assistant professor 93 6.7 47 3.8 54 4.3 75 6.4
Associate professor / full professor 49 3.6 45 3.6 50 4.0 48 4.1
Assistant professor / associate professor / 
full professor 42 3.0 31 2.5 34 2.7 30 2.6

Full professor 33 2.4 71 5.7 27 2.1 26 2.2
Associate professor 20 1.5 11 0.9 8 0.6 11 0.9
Instructor / assistant professor / associate professor 4 0.3 5 0.4 7 0.6 2 0.2
Instructor / assistant professor / associate professor / 
full professor 13 0.9 3 0.2 2 0.2 4 0.3

Assistant professor / full professor 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1 1 0.1
Instructor / associate professor 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1
(Blank) 68 4.9 56 4.5 61 4.9 54 4.6

Total 1,379 100.0 1,253 100.0 1,256 100.0 1,176 100.0

Table 3
Number of Listings Advertising Positions at Various Ranks, English Edition of the MLA Job Information List, 2000–01 to 2003–04

2000–01 2001–02 2002–03 2003–04

No. of Percentage No. of Percentage No. of Percentage No. of Percentage
Rank Listings of Listings Listings of Listings Listings of Listings Listings of Listings

Assistant professor 1,025 63.2 1,007 65.5 963 67.1 865 63.5
Lecturer 149 9.2 123 8.0 113 7.9 103 7.6
Assistant professor / associate professor 123 7.6 105 6.8 96 6.7 122 9.0
Assistant professor / associate professor / 
full professor 64 3.9 79 5.1 52 3.6 44 3.2

Associate professor / full professor 62 3.8 65 4.2 50 3.5 40 2.9
Full professor 46 2.8 39 2.5 42 2.9 55 4.0
Instructor / assistant professor 44 2.7 30 2.0 36 2.5 40 2.9
Associate professor / full professor 17 1.0 22 1.4 17 1.2 30 2.2
Instructor / assistant professor / associate professor 2 0.1 7 0.5 6 0.4 2 0.1
Instructor / assistant professor / associate professor / 
full professor 14 0.9 3 0.2 1 0.1 4 0.3

Instructor / assistant professor / full professor 1 0.1 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Instructor / associate professor / full professor 1 0.1 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1
Instructor / associate professor 0 0.0 1 0.1 0 0.0 0 0.0
Assistant professor / full professor 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 0.1
(Blank) 74 4.6 57 3.7 60 4.2 54 4.0

Total 1,622 100.0 1,538 100.0 1,436 100.0 1,362 100.0



Table 5
Advertisers’ Usage of Index Terms, English Edition of the MLA Job Information List, 2000–01 to 2003–04

2000–01 2001–02 2002–03 2003–04

Index-Term Calls Pct. of Index-Term Calls Pct. of Index-Term Calls Pct. of Index Term Calls Pct. of

Index Term No. Pct. 1,622 Ads No. Pct. 1,538 Ads No. Pct. 1,436 Ads No. Pct. 1,362 Ads

Composition and rhetoric 499 11.5 30.8 493 11.7 32.1 417 11.2 29.0 400 10.7 29.4
British literature 499 11.5 30.8 454 10.8 29.5 411 11.0 28.6 381 10.2 28.0
American literature 438 10.1 27.0 365 8.7 23.7 344 9.2 24.0 332 8.9 24.4
Other 270 6.2 16.6 307 7.3 20.0 340 9.1 23.7 329 8.8 24.2
Comparative literature 223 5.1 13.7 229 5.4 14.9 258 6.9 18.0 234 6.3 17.2
Creative writing 230 5.3 14.2 250 5.9 16.3 205 5.5 14.3 206 5.5 15.1
After 1800 211 4.8 13.0 232 5.5 15.1 160 4.3 11.1 192 5.2 14.1
Literature in English other
than British or American 221 5.1 13.6 199 4.7 12.9 181 4.9 12.6 174 4.7 12.8

Generalist 249 5.7 15.4 211 5.0 13.7 164 4.4 11.4 170 4.6 12.5
Other minority literatures 230 5.3 14.2 182 4.3 11.8 176 4.7 12.3 159 4.3 11.7
African American 
literature 204 4.7 12.6 160 3.8 10.4 157 4.2 10.9 149 4.0 10.9

1500–1800 154 3.5 9.5 176 4.2 11.4 142 3.8 9.9 140 3.8 10.3
Linguistics and ESL 179 4.1 11.0 176 4.2 11.4 155 4.2 10.8 134 3.6 9.8
Technical and
business writing 187 4.3 11.5 154 3.7 10.0 142 3.8 9.9 116 3.1 8.5

Technology and
digital media – – – – – – – – – 105 2.8 7.7

English education 128 2.9 7.9 134 3.2 8.7 109 2.9 7.6 101 2.7 7.4
Old and Middle English;
medieval 86 2.0 5.3 84 2.0 5.5 61 1.6 4.2 84 2.3 6.2

Other administrative 93 2.1 5.7 92 2.2 6.0 68 1.8 4.7 79 2.1 5.8
Department chair 53 1.2 3.3 54 1.3 3.5 36 1.0 2.5 56 1.5 4.1
Other administrative
positions 35 0.8 2.2 25 0.6 1.6 13 0.3 0.9 28 0.8 2.1

Other languages 19 0.4 1.2 19 0.5 1.2 13 0.3 0.9 27 0.7 2.0
Latin America 16 0.4 1.0 21 0.5 1.4 25 0.7 1.7 18 0.5 1.3
Spanish 29 0.7 1.8 35 0.8 2.3 29 0.8 2.0 18 0.5 1.3
Nonacademic 29 0.7 1.8 24 0.6 1.6 17 0.5 1.2 14 0.4 1.0
French 16 0.4 1.0 18 0.4 1.2 17 0.5 1.2 13 0.3 1.0
Francophone studies 5 0.1 0.3 6 0.1 0.4 10 0.3 0.7 9 0.2 0.7
German and Scandinavian 11 0.3 0.7 18 0.4 1.2 11 0.3 0.8 9 0.2 0.7
Chinese 5 0.1 0.3 14 0.3 0.9 13 0.3 0.9 7 0.2 0.5
Japanese 6 0.1 0.4 6 0.1 0.4 8 0.2 0.6 7 0.2 0.5
Italian 7 0.2 0.4 2 0.0 0.1 6 0.2 0.4 6 0.2 0.4
Classical 5 0.1 0.3 12 0.3 0.8 9 0.2 0.6 5 0.1 0.4
Portuguese 6 0.1 0.4 8 0.2 0.5 4 0.1 0.3 5 0.1 0.4
Before 1600 4 0.1 0.2 5 0.1 0.3 6 0.2 0.4 4 0.1 0.3
Russian and Slavic 2 0.0 0.1 19 0.5 1.2 4 0.1 0.3 4 0.1 0.3
1600–1800 3 0.1 0.2 5 0.1 0.3 7 0.2 0.5 3 0.1 0.2
Arabic 2 0.0 0.1 10 0.2 0.7 5 0.1 0.3 3 0.1 0.2
Hebrew 3 0.1 0.2 9 0.2 0.6 5 0.1 0.3 2 0.1 0.1

Total 4,357 100.0 4,208 100.0 3,728 100.0 3,723 100.0



Table 6
Advertisers’ Usage of Index Terms, Foreign Language Edition of the MLA Job Information List, 2000–01 to 2003–04

2000–01 2001–02 2002–03 2003–04

Index-Term Calls Pct. of Index-Term Calls Pct. of Index-Term Calls Pct. of Index Term Calls Pct. of

Index Term No. Pct. 1,379 Ads No. Pct. 1,253 Ads No. Pct. 1,256 Ads No. Pct. 1,176 Ads

Spanish 667 21.1 48.4 623 20.1 49.7 575 19.0 45.8 537 19.4 45.7
Other 157 5.0 11.4 203 6.5 16.2 236 7.8 18.8 242 8.7 20.6
Comparative literature 189 6.0 13.7 191 6.2 15.2 248 8.2 19.7 216 7.8 18.4
French 259 8.2 18.8 222 7.2 17.7 224 7.4 17.8 192 6.9 16.3
Linguistics and ESL 227 7.2 16.5 206 6.6 16.4 201 6.6 16.0 158 5.7 13.4
Generalist 274 8.7 19.9 258 8.3 20.6 228 7.5 18.2 154 5.6 13.1
Latin America 185 5.9 13.4 166 5.3 13.2 169 5.6 13.5 147 5.3 12.5
German and Scandinavian 157 5.0 11.4 159 5.1 12.7 121 4.0 9.6 138 5.0 11.7
After 1800 145 4.6 10.5 153 4.9 12.2 149 4.9 11.9 110 4.0 9.4
Italian 100 3.2 7.3 73 2.4 5.8 84 2.8 6.7 76 2.7 6.5
Technology and 
digital media – – – – – – – – – 69 2.5 5.9

Department chair 46 1.5 3.3 45 1.4 3.6 50 1.7 4.0 61 2.2 5.2
Other languages 46 1.5 3.3 55 1.8 4.4 45 1.5 3.6 55 2.0 4.7
Other administrative 
positions 54 1.7 3.9 47 1.5 3.8 33 1.1 2.6 52 1.9 4.4

Francophone studies 52 1.6 3.8 49 1.6 3.9 57 1.9 4.5 47 1.7 4.0
Other minority literatures 40 1.3 2.9 43 1.4 3.4 58 1.9 4.6 44 1.6 3.7
Russian and Slavic 46 1.5 3.3 59 1.9 4.7 52 1.7 4.1 44 1.6 3.7
Literature in English other 
than British or American 27 0.9 2.0 41 1.3 3.3 45 1.5 3.6 39 1.4 3.3

Portuguese 28 0.9 2.0 40 1.3 3.2 32 1.1 2.5 36 1.3 3.1
1600–1800 71 2.2 5.1 64 2.1 5.1 56 1.8 4.5 34 1.2 2.9
Before 1600 47 1.5 3.4 47 1.5 3.8 38 1.3 3.0 34 1.2 2.9
American literature 36 1.1 2.6 44 1.4 3.5 39 1.3 3.1 31 1.1 2.6
Arabic 17 0.5 1.2 21 0.7 1.7 24 0.8 1.9 30 1.1 2.6
Chinese 40 1.3 2.9 54 1.7 4.3 59 1.9 4.7 30 1.1 2.6
Japanese 41 1.3 3.0 49 1.6 3.9 38 1.3 3.0 30 1.1 2.6
Other administrative 30 1.0 2.2 26 0.8 2.1 14 0.5 1.1 30 1.1 2.6
African American 
literature 33 1.0 2.4 14 0.5 1.1 30 1.0 2.4 21 0.8 1.8

British literature 28 0.9 2.0 35 1.1 2.8 25 0.8 2.0 21 0.8 1.8
Nonacademic 31 1.0 2.2 26 0.8 2.1 19 0.6 1.5 15 0.5 1.3
1500–1800 4 0.1 0.3 7 0.2 0.6 9 0.3 0.7 13 0.5 1.1
Composition and rhetoric 18 0.6 1.3 12 0.4 1.0 10 0.3 0.8 12 0.4 1.0
Creative writing 8 0.3 0.6 16 0.5 1.3 10 0.3 0.8 12 0.4 1.0
Hebrew 14 0.4 1.0 18 0.6 1.4 14 0.5 1.1 12 0.4 1.0
Classical 18 0.6 1.3 19 0.6 1.5 25 0.8 2.0 11 0.4 0.9
English education 14 0.4 1.0 12 0.4 1.0 4 0.1 0.3 7 0.3 0.6
Old and Middle English; 
medieval 3 0.1 0.2 6 0.2 0.5 4 0.1 0.3 6 0.2 0.5

Technical and 
business writing 4 0.1 0.3 1 0.0 0.1 3 0.1 0.2 1 0.0 0.1

Total 3,156 100.0 3,104 100.0 3,028 100.0 2,767 100.0


