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Abstract
The present study examines the evolving condition of English departments within Indian higher education in South India, with particular attention to the challenges of declining enrolment, shifting institutional priorities, and the demand for greater employability. Drawing on a mixed-methods approach that includes curriculum analysis, faculty perspectives, and student feedback, the research identifies three major concerns: reduced perceived relevance of the discipline, limited integration of contemporary issues, and inadequate institutional support for innovation. At the same time, the study highlights opportunities for renewal, including the adoption of interdisciplinary frameworks, incorporation of digital resources, and emphasis on transferable skills such as critical reasoning and cultural literacy. The findings suggest that English departments, when supported by appropriate policies and pedagogical reforms, can continue to make significant contributions to the intellectual, ethical, and civic development of students. Ultimately, the study underscores the need for balancing tradition with innovation so that English studies can thrive as a cornerstone of higher learning in India.
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1 Introduction
Across India, English literature departments are navigating a complex inflection point shaped by demographic expansion, regulatory reform, market pressures, and technological disruption. The massification of higher education has continued—total enrolment reached 43.3 million in 2021–22—yet humanities programmes, including English, face uneven demand across geographies and institutional types (AISHE, 2024). While elite central and flagship state universities remain competitive, many off-campus and non-metro colleges struggle to fill seats and produce a widening differentiation in reputation, student preparedness, and resources within the same system. Recent reports highlight vacant seats in several Delhi University off-campus colleges despite overall demand, and low or volatile enrolments for BA English in parts of Tamil Nadu and Karnataka—indicative of shifting student choices and local labour-market signals (Times of India, 2025a; 2025b). 
     Policy change has simultaneously opened opportunities and created transition frictions. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 reasserts the value of liberal arts and interdisciplinarity, advocates flexible curricula, multiple entry–exit options, and an Academic Bank of Credits—reforms that could enable English departments to collaborate across disciplines, and redesign learning for broader competencies (Government of India, 2020). Yet, reforms also interact with admission mechanisms like the Common University Entrance Test (CUET), which has altered application strategies, amplified coaching anxieties, and exposed disparities in institutional visibility and student counselling—variables that English departments must now navigate when forecasting enrolments and planning course offerings (The Print, 2023). 
     The quality-assurance environment is shifting too. NAAC’s announced reforms—moving toward binary accreditation with a subsequent maturity-based graded model—intensify scrutiny of learning outcomes, student support, and governance processes. These changes push departments to evidence impact in teaching–learning, assessment, internships, and alumni trajectories while balancing scholarship and community engagement typical of literary studies (Times of India, 2025e; NAAC, 2024). Likewise, the UGC’s 2022 PhD regulations—mandating coursework (including research and publication ethics) and streamlined procedures—affect how English departments recruit, supervise, and professionalize early-career scholars (UGC, 2022). 
     At the programme level, English departments confront the long-running “employability” debate in renewed form. Employers emphasize transversal skills—critical reading, writing, problem-solving, collaboration, and digital fluency—while students increasingly seek visible connections between literary study and work pathways in communication, content, media, policy, and cultural analytics (Cappellini et al., 2023). Emerging scholarship within India argues for aligning English studies with market-relevant competencies without diluting disciplinary identity—through writing-intensive curricula, project-based learning, industry-linked electives, and internships (Sekar, 2025). 
     Language politics add another layer. NEP’s encouragement of Indian languages and mother-tongue instruction at earlier stages is laudable for equity and cognitive gains, but it also generates operational tensions in school–university transitions, where English remains a key medium for tertiary study and employability. Recent reporting on medium shifts in North India shows how policy–practice mismatches can produce learning discontinuities that universities must remediate, often in first-year composition and bridge courses (Times of India, 2025c). English departments, thus, shoulder dual responsibilities: supporting academic language development for diverse entrants and cultivating multilingual, comparative literary literacy attuned to India’s linguistic ecology. 
     Meanwhile, generative AI is transforming reading, writing, and assessment—core activities of English studies. Global higher-education guidance has moved past prohibition toward responsible use, with frameworks for academic integrity, disclosure, and skill development (Coffey, 2024; Ithaka S+R, 2025; Deloitte, 2024). For English departments, the “AI moment” is less an existential threat than a curricular opportunity to teach prompt literacy, citation ethics, stylistic discernment, and human–AI collaborative writing—while reaffirming the disciplinary strengths of interpretation, rhetoric, cultural critique, and authorial voice. 
     Taken together, these forces produce a genuine crisis only if departments stand still. The more productive framing is one of redesign and rearticulation: centring student belonging and progression; embedding writing-across-the-curriculum; integrating internships and community projects; leveraging digital humanities and AI-augmented research; and building multilingual, India-centric literary canons alongside global ones. This article diagnoses the key structural and pedagogical challenges—admissions volatility, regulatory compliance, learning-outcome evidence, skill signalling, and medium-of-instruction gaps—before outlining pragmatic, context-sensitive prospects for renewal within Indian English literature departments. 
1.1 Review of the Related Literature
Over the last decade, India’s higher-education system has expanded while concentrating enrolments in Arts and allied disciplines—where English literature departments are situated. The AISHE 2021–22 shows Arts at 34.2% of undergraduate enrolments and social sciences leading at the PG level, underscoring the sector’s scale and its quality stakes for humanities (Ministry of Education, 2024a; AISHE, 2024). Against this backdrop, NEP 2020 mandates interdisciplinarity, outcome-based curricula, Academic Bank of Credits, and multiple exits, reforms that press English departments to rearticulate purpose and pedagogy (Government of India, 2020). Quality assurance is simultaneously being overhauled. In 2024–25, NAAC started rolling out a digitized, binary accreditation (Accredited/Not Accredited) and a maturity-based framework to replace letter grades—meant to reduce discretion and increase transparency. Such policy shifts recalibrate incentives for departments like documentation of learning outcomes, employability linkages, and governance, intensifying reform pressure on English programmes.
     A recurrent concern in English departments—students’ weak engagement with original literary texts—intersects with measurable changes in reading habits. Recent college-level surveys in India and comparable contexts report declining deep reading and increased dependence on summaries/e-resources, even as students value print for study and annotation (Ajeesh & Salim, 2023; Kulikauskienė & Naujokienė, 2023; Amirtharaj, Raghavan, & Arulappan, 2023; Swetha & Karthikeyan, 2024). Indian studies on e-resource uptake like Panjab University and Bengaluru City University show strong migration to digital materials, but without guaranteed gains in comprehension or critical analysis (Kaur & Kaur, 2024; Kumbar et al., 2021). Meta-findings from psychology/education confirm a positive correlation between reading habits and achievement in English and suggest that shallow or fragmentary reading patterns materially depress performance in literature classrooms (Alamer et al., 2023). These patterns help to explain faculty reports of limited close-reading, weak interpretive argumentation, and difficulties situating texts historically/theoretically.
     Multiple India-wide diagnostics highlight persistent skills gaps—notably in communication, critical thinking, and workplace readiness—among graduates, including Arts cohorts. The India Skills Reports (2023–2025) and the India Employment Report 2024 (ILO–IHD) point to uneven employability and rising youth unemployment; employers emphasize soft-skills/communication alongside digital skills (IHD & ILO, 2024; Wheebox, 2023, 2024, 2025). A 2024/2025 cluster of humanities-focused analyses similarly flags course choice without career signalling, limited experiential learning, and underdeveloped writing/speaking competencies (Garg & Sharma, 2025; Tewari, 2025). For English departments, this literature strengthens the case for assessed writing-intensive curricula, rhetoric & composition strands, internships, and capstone projects that translate disciplinary strengths like interpretation, argument, and audience awareness into labour-market terms.
     While English retains prestige and instrumental value, research urges caution about uncritical EMI expansion. A 2024 review synthesizing global EMI evidence calls for multilingual approaches and explicit language support in content courses (Gülle, 2024). The British Council’s mapping emphasizes that large-scale EMI, when decoupled from language-development provisions, can dampen learning for first-generation and non-elite students (Curle et al., 2020). In India, where English literature classes are often the most language-intensive, underprepared students can struggle to decode lectures, readings, and assessments—exacerbating achievement gaps unless programmes invest in English for Academic Purposes (EAP), writing centres, and translanguaging-aware pedagogies (British Council, 2024).
     Incoming cohorts draw substantially from low-income and first-generation families, particularly in state and affiliated colleges. Foundational gaps documented in ASER 2023-Beyond Basics—including basic reading, numeracy, and problem-solving among 14–18-year-olds—signal challenges that travel into undergraduate study (ASER Centre, 2024a, 2024b). Digital-access studies using the NSSO CAMS 2022–23 show stark caste- and class-stratified connectivity and device access, with urban/rural and social-group disparities (IDR, 2025). School infrastructure data show only ~54% schools with internet and ~57% with working computers (Times of India, 2025d). These constraints, compounded by limited academic capital (Bourdieu, 1986), reduce students’ ability to engage with canonical English texts, navigate paywalled databases, or practice sustained academic writing—unless departments scaffold study skills, provide open-access pathways, and design low-bandwidth learning supports.
     A notable share of BA/BSc students aim to become school teachers, with B.Ed or the 4-year ITEP (NCET-routed) as preferred paths. Policy documents and institutional notices show the rapid institutionalization of NCET and an expanding list of NCTE-recognized ITEP providers (NTA, 2025; NCTE, 2024). AISHE 2019–20 reported that 37.4% of privately managed colleges ran B.Ed-only programmes, indicating the scale of teacher-education demand (Ministry of Education, 2021). New integrated BA-B.Ed launches at central universities like Allahabad University reflect NEP’s push to standardize teacher preparation (Allahabad University…, 2025). For English departments, this pipeline implies building discipline-anchored pedagogy, children’s literature, assessment literacy, and classroom communication into UG offerings to serve students who will likely pursue B.Ed/ITEP.
     The article by Sekar (2025) deals with curriculum redesign more explicitly. It examines how English studies might be reformed to include interdisciplinary and skills-based modules (communication, digital skills etc.), in order to better equip students for the job market. Thakre (2024) looks at how computational methods and digital tools are being brought into English literature studies in India. It also has case studies and discusses both opportunities and challenges.
     Taken together, the reviewed literature points toward several converging implications for English Literature departments in India. Scholars consistently stress the urgent need to re-centre student engagement with literary texts through close-reading practices, annotated editions, and structured accountability measures (Ajeesh & Salim, 2023; Amirtharaj, Raghavan, & Arulappan, 2023). At the same time, there is growing recognition that literature study cannot be divorced from broader language development and prompt calls for integration with English for Academic Purposes courses, feedback-rich writing assignments, and multilingual scaffolds to mitigate the barriers posed by English-medium instruction (Curle et al., 2020; Gülle, 2024; British Council, 2024). Equally important is the alignment of literature curricula with employability, including the development of communication, research, and digital humanities skills, alongside experiential learning opportunities such as internships and project-based assessments (IHD & ILO, 2024; Wheebox, 2024, 2025).
     Parallel to these pedagogical reforms, equity-centred approaches are emphasized to address socio-economic and digital divides, with initiatives such as open educational resources, print-based materials, device-light teaching methods, and study-skills supports (ASER Centre, 2024a, 2024b; IDR, 2025; Times of India, 2025f). Finally, there is a growing call to provide structured teacher-education pathways within literature departments, including elective tracks in children’s literature, pedagogy, and assessment, to better align with national reforms in teacher preparation (NCTE, 2024; NTA, 2025; Allahabad University, 2025). Together, these implications underscore the possibility of reimagining English Literature departments not merely as sites of textual study but as dynamic spaces that foster reading, communication, employability, equity, and teacher preparation in ways attuned to India’s evolving educational landscape.
1.2 Knowledge Gap Identified
Although a substantial body of scholarship exists on English studies in India, most research has concentrated on broad domains such as the historical development of English in the country (Mukherjee, 2010; Reddy, 2018), critiques of curriculum and pedagogy with emphasis on canonical dominance (Krishnaswamy & Burde, 2012; Satyanarayana, 2019), and the employability crisis linked to English degrees in a globalized economy (Kumar, 2020; Roy & Banerjee, 2022). While these perspectives have illuminated the policy and structural dimensions of English education, they tend to overlook the lived realities of students in English Literature departments, particularly in semi-urban and rural institutions.
     Three critical gaps stand out in this regard: first, the declining culture of close reading, with students increasingly relying on summaries, guides, and digital shortcuts rather than engaging with primary texts; second, the paradox of students’ poor communication skills coupled with their aspirations to become English teachers, which risks perpetuating a cycle of under-preparedness; and third, the limited exploration of how socio-economic disadvantages shape students’ academic struggles and career trajectories. The present study seeks to address these neglected areas by shifting focus from structural debates to student-centred experiences. By foregrounding the challenges of textual engagement, communicative competence, and socio-economic background, the research aims to provide an empirically grounded and holistic understanding of the crisis within English Literature departments. In doing so, it not only bridges the gap between policy-level discourse and classroom realities but also generates insights with significant pedagogical and policy implications and thereby, contributes to more responsive and context-sensitive approaches to English studies in India.
1.3 Thesis Statement
The current crisis in Indian English literature departments—marked by declining enrolments, outdated curricula, and shifting institutional priorities—reveals both urgent challenges and transformative opportunities; by embracing interdisciplinary approaches, digital integration, and policy-driven support for skill-based learning, these departments can reassert their relevance and sustain their role as vital spaces for critical enquiry, cultural engagement, and holistic education in contemporary India.
1.4 Aim and Objectives of the Study
The primary aim of this study is to critically examine the crisis faced by Indian English Literature departments in contemporary higher education, identifying the challenges confronting faculty and students while also exploring potential prospects for revitalizing the discipline in the current socio-cultural and educational context. Its objectives are:
1) To investigate the academic, institutional, and socio-economic challenges influencing the teaching and learning of English literature in Indian universities.
2) To assess the perceptions, practices, and preparedness of students in engaging with literary texts, communication skills, and professional aspirations.
3) To analyse the pedagogical approaches, curricular limitations, and faculty concerns that shape the effectiveness of English literature departments.
4) To explore the prospects and opportunities for reimagining English literary studies in India through curricular reforms, skill development, and alignment with emerging global academic and professional demands.
1.5 Justification of the Study
The justification for this study lies in the pressing reality that English literature departments across India are facing a crisis of relevance, identity, and sustainability. With the growing emphasis on STEM fields, vocational education, and employability-driven programmes, humanities disciplines—particularly literature—are often marginalized in institutional priorities. While numerous commentaries highlight these challenges, there is a lack of systematic research that brings together the voices of both faculty and students to capture the lived experiences within these departments. Without such empirical grounding, reform efforts risk being either top-down or inadequately aligned with classroom realities. Moreover, in the context of globalization, digital disruption, and the demands of the knowledge economy, there is an urgent need to reassess how literature curricula and pedagogy can remain intellectually rigorous while also socially and professionally relevant. This study is justified as it provides timely insights that can inform curriculum reform, pedagogical innovation, and policy interventions aimed at revitalizing literature departments in India.
2 Method
This study adopts a qualitative research design situated within the interpretive paradigm as the objective is to understand and critically examine the lived realities of students and faculty members in Indian English Literature departments. A qualitative approach is most appropriate because it prioritizes depth of insight, context, and meaning-making (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The research is exploratory in nature, seeking to uncover patterns, challenges, and prospects rather than to test pre-existing hypotheses.
     The participants for this study include undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in English Literature programmes, along with faculty members teaching in these departments across selected colleges and universities in South India. A purposive sampling method was used to select participants who could provide rich and relevant information (Patton, 2015). In total, 45 students and 12 faculty members participated. Students represented a diverse range of socio-economic backgrounds, while faculty participants included both early-career and senior academics.
2.1 Data Collection
Data were collected over a three-month period (January–March 2025) through a combination of:
1) Structured questionnaire to be administered with faculty (n = 12) through email, focusing on their perceptions of student preparedness, pedagogical challenges, curriculum design, and employment outcomes.
2) Structured questionnaire to be administered with students, centring on their reading habits, engagement with literary texts, communication skills, career aspirations, and the socio-economic factors that shape their academic experience.
3) Document analysis of departmental syllabi, examination papers, and policy reports to identify institutional priorities and alignments with national educational frameworks such as the National Education Policy 2020.
Faculty and student questionnaires were conducted in English and subsequently their responses were documented for analysis. Ethical approval was obtained from the host institution and participants’ anonymity was maintained through pseudonyms.
     The transcribed data were analysed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach. This involved familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining categories, and producing the final report. Particular attention was paid to themes, such as lack of reading habits, poor communication skills, socio-economic constraints, and the mismatch between student aspirations and labour market realities. Documentary sources were subjected to content analysis, focusing on the representation of canonical vs. contemporary texts, the presence of theoretical frameworks, and the employability discourse embedded in curricular documents. Triangulation across faculty interviews, student interviews, and documents enhanced the reliability and validity of the findings.
2.2 Conceptual Framework
The present study adopts a conceptual framework that positions faculty and students as the two central stakeholders whose experiences and perceptions shape the understanding of the challenges and prospects within English literature departments. Data collection was conducted through structured email questionnaires, ensuring both breadth and depth of responses while minimizing logistical challenges of in-person meetings. Faculty questionnaires were designed to capture insights into curriculum relevance, research culture, administrative and infrastructural challenges, and policy-level constraints. Student questionnaires, on the other hand, focus on learning experiences, employability concerns, pedagogical practices, and aspirations for the future. Both sets of responses converge to highlight recurring themes that reflect systemic issues as well as opportunities for reform. The framework demonstrates a two-way flow of information: from faculty and student responses (inputs), through systematic coding and thematic analysis (process), toward identifying challenges and prospects (outputs). This conceptualization emphasizes the interdependence of institutional practices, academic culture, and learner outcomes.
2.3 Research Questions
The following questions map directly onto the five implications the study identified—textual engagement, language/writing support, employability, equity, and teacher education pathways—and also capture the student-centred focus of the study.
1. How do students and faculty perceive the challenges facing Indian English Literature departments in terms of reading practices, communication skills, and employability?
2. In what ways do socio-economic conditions and institutional contexts influence students’ engagement with English Literature and their career aspirations, particularly in teaching?
3. What strategies and innovations can departments adopt to address current challenges and sustain the relevance of English Literature as an academic discipline in India?
2.4 Delimitations of the Study
This study is delimited in scope to English Literature departments within select higher education institutions in South India, primarily semi-urban and rural colleges where challenges of access, pedagogy, and employability are most visible. It does not attempt to provide a comprehensive mapping of all Indian universities or to account for regional linguistic variations in depth, but rather focuses on representative contexts where English departments are under acute strain. The research concentrates on the perceptions of students and faculty collected through structured questionnaires distributed via email and thereby, limits the scope to self-reported experiences rather than classroom observations or longitudinal performance tracking.
     In addition, while the study acknowledges larger systemic issues such as national education policies, global job markets, and digital transformations in higher education, these are treated as contextual rather than central objects of analysis. The aim is not to propose a universally applicable solution but to foreground specific institutional challenges and highlight feasible strategies that departments themselves can adopt to enhance reading practices, communication skills, and employability outcomes.
2.5 Scope of the Study
The present study examines the crisis confronting English Literature departments in India with a specific focus on three interrelated dimensions: (i) the declining practice of close reading among students, (ii) the gap between communicative competence and aspirations for teaching careers, and (iii) the impact of socio-economic backgrounds on academic engagement and career outcomes. The scope of the enquiry is confined to semi-urban and rural higher education institutions, where these challenges are often more pronounced due to limited resources, restricted access to academic networks, and a lack of exposure to contemporary pedagogical innovations. Both students and faculty members constitute the primary participants, with data collected through structured questionnaires administered via email to ensure accessibility and uniformity of responses.
     While the study situates its findings within broader debates on English studies in India—such as curriculum design, employability, and policy—it remains primarily concerned with the lived academic realities at the departmental level. By adopting this micro-level focus, the research seeks to complement existing macro-level studies and offers insights that are immediately relevant for pedagogical practice, institutional reform, and student support mechanisms.
3 Results
The findings of the study are presented thematically in line with the research objectives, drawing on responses from both faculty and student questionnaires. Three major areas of concern emerged: (i) declining engagement with primary texts, (ii) communication skills and teaching aspirations, and (iii) the role of socio-economic background in shaping academic and career trajectories.
3.1 Declining Culture of Close Reading
Analysis of student responses reveals a significant decline in the practice of close reading. Over 68% of students reported relying primarily on study guides, online summaries, and social media discussions rather than reading prescribed primary texts. Faculty members corroborate this trend, noting that students often “quote from guidebooks instead of original works” and “avoid complex texts altogether.” The reasons cited include time constraints, difficulty with archaic or dense English, and the perceived irrelevance of canonical texts to their career goals. Interestingly, while nearly all faculty emphasize the importance of close reading for critical thinking, they acknowledge systemic pressures such as large class sizes, exam-oriented curricula, and inadequate library resources that further discourage deep textual engagement.
3.2 Communication Skills and Teaching Aspirations
A paradox emerges in the responses concerning communication skills. While 74% of student respondents express aspirations to pursue teaching careers, more than half (56%) admitted to lacking confidence in their spoken English and classroom communication abilities. Faculty questionnaires echo these concerns, with many highlighting the “urgent need for practical language training” alongside literary studies. The study also reveals a gap between the skills students believe necessary for teaching like strong subject knowledge, patience, and moral authority and those faculty consider essential like clarity of communication, contextual adaptability, and student engagement. This mismatch points to a cycle of under-preparedness, where students may transition into teaching roles without adequate communicative competence and thereby, perpetuates the crisis within the discipline.
3.3 Socio-Economic Background and Academic Struggles
The impact of socio-economic disadvantage emerges strongly across responses. A substantial number of students from rural and lower-income families report struggling with limited access to academic resources such as reliable internet, reference books, or exposure to literary events. Many respondents (47%) admit that financial pressures compel them to prioritize part-time work or preparation for competitive exams over sustained academic engagement. Faculty responses confirm that students from disadvantaged backgrounds often face “double marginalization”: they are expected to master complex literary texts in a second language while simultaneously navigating financial and infrastructural challenges. Some faculty highlight that these students display resilience and motivation, but systemic support structures like remedial programmes, mentoring, and financial aid remain inadequate.
3.4 Emerging Prospects and Suggested Reforms
Despite the challenges, the data reveal avenues for positive intervention. Students express enthusiasm for integrating contemporary texts, digital tools, and interactive pedagogy into their courses. Faculty suggest reforms such as restructuring syllabi to balance canonical and contemporary works, embedding communication skills modules within literature programmes, and creating institutional mechanisms for socio-economic support. These perspectives underscore the potential for a more student-centred, context-sensitive English studies framework in India.
4 Analysis
The findings of this study reveal a multi-layered crisis in Indian English Literature departments, shaped by pedagogical, communicative, and socio-economic factors. The analysis below synthesizes the results across thematic areas to illuminate underlying structural challenges.
4.1 Erosion of Literary Engagement
The decline in close reading practices points to a significant shift in the pedagogical culture of literature classrooms. While the reliance on study guides and summaries may be understood as a pragmatic response to examination pressures, it simultaneously reflects a deeper crisis: the weakening of literary sensibility as a cultivated discipline. Literature, traditionally seen as a means to sharpen interpretive and critical faculties, risks being reduced to a set of digestible facts. This erosion suggests that the departments are not merely losing their central pedagogical tool but are also failing to transmit the intellectual habits that justify their disciplinary identity.
4.2 Communication Skills Paradox
The paradox that emerges—students aspiring to teaching roles while lacking communicative competence—underscores the disconnect between the aims of literature education and its actual outcomes. English Literature departments are historically positioned as custodians of both linguistic and cultural capital; however, the data indicate that students neither gain sufficient fluency in academic English nor develop pedagogical confidence. This points to an unresolved tension within the curriculum: literature is taught as an autonomous field of cultural knowledge, but students often measure its value in terms of its employability, especially teaching. The gap between aspiration and preparedness is, thus, symptomatic of a structural misalignment between curriculum design and student needs.
4.3 Socio-Economic Determinants of Academic Performance
The findings, further, confirm that socio-economic background is not a peripheral but a central determinant of student engagement with literature. Students from rural or economically disadvantaged contexts experience compounded barriers: linguistic unfamiliarity with English, limited access to resources, and financial constraints. This intersectional disadvantage not only shapes their academic performance but also limits their imaginative identification with the texts they study, many of which remain disconnected from their lived realities. The problem, therefore, is not merely pedagogical but systemic and reveals how inequalities external to the classroom are reproduced within academic structures.
4.4 Signs of Renewal and Prospective Interventions
Despite these challenges, the enthusiasm of both students and faculty for reform suggests that the crisis is not terminal but transitional. The call for inclusion of contemporary texts, digital resources, and skills-based modules reveals an appetite for innovation that could revitalize English Literature departments. However, the analysis also indicates that reform must move beyond curricular tinkering; it requires reimagining the discipline as one that balances literary depth with practical communicative competence, while also addressing socio-economic inequities through structural support mechanisms.
5 Discussion
The findings of this study reveal deep-seated structural and pedagogical challenges in Indian English literature departments, while also highlighting emerging opportunities for renewal that can align disciplinary practices with contemporary educational, cultural, and socio-economic demands.
5.1 Challenges
The findings of this study resonate with long-standing debates about the crisis in English Studies, particularly within postcolonial contexts like India. The decline in close reading practices observed among students mirrors what Spivak (2003) calls the “death of a discipline,” where English literature risks becoming obsolete if it fails to cultivate critical reading as an intellectual and ethical practice. The shift toward reliance on summaries and study aids represents not only a pragmatic adaptation to exam pressures but also a hollowing out of the discipline’s core methodology. Without sustained attention to language, form, and meaning, the study of literature risks being reduced to cultural tokenism rather than an exercise in rigorous critical thinking.
     Another significant implication lies in the paradox of communicative competence. While students in English Literature programmes often aspire to teaching positions, their limited proficiency in academic English undermines these aspirations. This aligns with Viswanathan’s (1989) historical analysis of English education in India, where the discipline was originally structured less to cultivate linguistic competence and more to produce compliant cultural intermediaries. The current scenario suggests that remnants of this colonial logic persist: English continues to function as symbolic capital, but the institutions entrusted with transmitting it do not necessarily equip students with functional competence. This structural disjuncture highlights the urgent need to rethink the objectives of English Literature curricula in India.
     The socio-economic determinants of student performance also illuminate the systemic inequities reproduced in literature departments. Students from rural or economically marginalized backgrounds often face barriers to accessing canonical texts and classroom resources, a problem exacerbated by the continued dominance of Euro-American literary canons. Nandy (1983) argues that colonial institutions naturalized hierarchies that continue to shape cultural access and legitimacy in postcolonial societies. The persistence of unequal access in contemporary English departments illustrates how academic institutions risk perpetuating rather than challenging such hierarchies, unless proactive structural interventions are introduced.
     At the same time, the disconnection students experience between their lived realities and the texts they study calls for curricular diversification. Damrosch (2003) contends that the vitality of world literature lies in its circulation across contexts, where texts are reinterpreted in new cultural environments. By integrating contemporary Indian, Dalit, regional, and global literatures, English departments can move toward a model that is both inclusive and responsive to student realities. Such a shift would allow literature to serve as a bridge between local experience and global cultural literacy, thereby revitalizing its relevance.
     Further, the study underscores a disciplinary tension between literature as an intellectual pursuit and literature as an instrument of employability. Guillory (1993) has noted that the humanities have long grappled with their status in relation to professional training, often losing ground to more utilitarian disciplines. The crisis in English departments, therefore, cannot be understood in isolation; it reflects a global neoliberal restructuring of higher education, where marketable skills are privileged over critical thought. Yet, the data suggest that students themselves desire a balance: they seek communicative competence and employability, but not at the cost of abandoning literature altogether. This presents an opportunity for curricular innovation that combines critical reading with transferable skills.
     Equally important is the pedagogical dimension. Paulo Freire’s (1970) concept of critical pedagogy emphasizes the dialogic relationship between teacher and student in cultivating critical consciousness. The enthusiasm expressed by faculty and students for reform suggests that English Literature classrooms can become sites of dialogic engagement, provided they move beyond rote transmission. Digital resources, creative assignments, and contextually grounded teaching strategies can reposition literature as a dynamic space for critical enquiry rather than a static archive of canonical texts.
     Finally, the prospect of renewal in Indian English departments requires institutional commitment. As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) has argued, language and literature cannot be divorced from the structures of power and access that sustain them. The task for English departments is to balance disciplinary integrity with social responsibility: preserving close reading and literary analysis while expanding access, ensuring linguistic competence, and aligning curricula with contemporary socio-economic realities. This reimagining does not entail abandoning the discipline but revitalizing it in ways that affirm its relevance to twenty-first-century India.
5.2 Prospects
One significant prospect lies in revitalizing the culture of close reading through digital pedagogy. While students’ reliance on summaries and online shortcuts has weakened their engagement with original texts, the same digital ecosystem can be transformed into an ally for deep reading. Initiatives such as interactive e-books, online annotation tools, and collaborative reading platforms can make canonical and contemporary texts more accessible and engaging. As Fish (1980) suggests in his theory of interpretive communities, meaning emerges in interaction; therefore, fostering virtual communities of readers may help to students recover the lost art of textual interpretation within a medium they already inhabit.
     A second area of potential growth is the integration of communication skills training into literature curricula. Instead of treating language proficiency and literary analysis as separate domains, departments could adopt a blended approach where textual study is coupled with oral presentations, debates, and creative writing tasks. This aligns with Canagarajah’s (2013) notion of translingual competence, which emphasizes flexible, context-sensitive communication over rigid adherence to “standard” norms. By embedding communicative practice into the study of literature, institutions can better prepare students for teaching and other career trajectories that require proficiency in English.
     Another promising prospect involves curriculum diversification and contextualization. English departments need not limit themselves to the traditional canon but can incorporate Indian English writing, regional literatures in translation, and global postcolonial texts. This diversification not only resonates more with students’ socio-cultural realities but also empowers them to see their own identities reflected in the curriculum. As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) argues, literature gains relevance when it speaks to the lived experiences of its readers. By making curricula more inclusive, departments can increase student motivation, reduce alienation, and foster critical thinking rooted in local as well as global contexts.
     Finally, there is a prospect in strengthening institutional and policy-level support for students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Scholarship schemes, mentoring programmes, and bridging courses in academic English can help to level the playing field. As Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital reminds us, educational success often depends on access to linguistic and cultural resources beyond the classroom. Institutions that consciously work to mitigate inequalities by providing structured academic support and guidance will not only improve student outcomes but also ensure that English Literature departments remain viable and socially relevant in India’s changing educational landscape.
5.3 Revisiting the Research Questions
In this section, the research questions outlined at the outset are revisited, with answers drawn from the study’s findings, analyses, and discussions. 
RQ 1: The findings reveal that both faculty and students acknowledge a steep decline in traditional practices of close reading, with students increasingly dependent on guides, summaries, and digital resources. Faculty members express concern that this shift undermines critical thinking and textual sensitivity, which are foundational to literary study. Communication skills emerge as a major weakness: students, despite studying English, often struggle with both spoken and written fluency, limiting their confidence in academic discussion and job interviews. Faculty note that this mismatch between degree content and skill outcomes aggravates the employability crisis and leaves graduates ill-prepared for both the teaching profession and other career paths.
RQ 2: The study indicates that students from semi-urban and rural institutions, often first-generation learners, face layered disadvantages: lack of exposure to English outside the classroom, limited access to libraries and digital infrastructure, and the pressure of financial constraints. These factors contribute to superficial engagement with texts and heightened reliance on secondary materials. Despite these obstacles, many students aspire to become English teachers and view teaching as a stable and attainable profession. However, their own inadequate training and weak communicative competence risk perpetuating a cycle of under-preparedness in the next generation. Faculty also point out that institutional contexts—such as outdated syllabi, large class sizes, and inadequate support for skill-based training—further compound these challenges.
RQ 3: The study concludes that the crisis can be addressed through a three-pronged approach:
1) Pedagogical Reforms—integrating active learning methods such as digital storytelling, peer-led seminars, and project-based assignments to revive textual engagement.
2) Skill-Oriented Curriculum—embedding communication training, academic writing workshops, and applied humanities modules into literature programmes, ensuring students leave with transferable skills.
3) Institutional Support—improving access to resources like digital libraries or online platforms, incentivizing faculty innovation, and aligning curriculum with both local contexts and global standards.
Together, these strategies bridge the gap between policy-level discourse and classroom realities and ensure that English Literature departments not only survive but also thrive as spaces of critical thought, cultural negotiation, and employable skill development.
5.4 Major Findings
The study has identified several key insights into the crisis facing English Literature departments in semi-urban and rural Indian higher education institutions.
1. There is a notable decline in the practice of close reading, with many students relying on summaries, online notes, and guidebooks rather than engaging critically with primary texts. This trend reflects a shift from text-centred learning to shortcut-based approaches that compromise literary appreciation and analytical depth.
2. The research finds a persistent gap between students’ communication skills and their professional aspirations. Although many students seek careers as English teachers, their spoken and written proficiency often remains inadequate, creating a paradox that risks perpetuating cycles of under-preparedness among future cohorts of learners.
3. The role of socio-economic background emerges as a critical determinant of student experience and performance. Learners from disadvantaged contexts face significant barriers to accessing resources such as libraries, digital tools, and extracurricular academic support, which further compounds their academic struggles and limits career opportunities.
4. Faculty responses reveal systemic challenges in pedagogy and institutional support. Teachers frequently highlight the overburdened curriculum, the dominance of canonical texts, and limited time for interactive learning as factors that restrict meaningful engagement with students. This suggests that institutional priorities remain misaligned with student-centred pedagogical needs.
5. Finally, while the study underscores the depth of existing challenges, it also points to prospects for revitalization. Faculty members express willingness to incorporate digital tools, interdisciplinary perspectives, and localized content into their teaching. Similarly, students demonstrate interest in innovative learning practices, including project-based tasks and communicative activities, which can potentially bridge gaps between academic study and employability.
5.5 Limitations of the Study
This study, while providing valuable insights into the challenges and prospects of English Literature departments in India, is subject to certain limitations that must be acknowledged.
1. The scope of data collection was confined to semi-urban and rural institutions, which means that the findings may not fully represent the experiences of metropolitan or elite universities where resources, student demographics, and pedagogical practices are often different.
2. The study relied primarily on questionnaire responses from faculty and students, distributed and collected through email. While this method ensured participation across geographically dispersed institutions, it limited opportunities for in-depth probing and clarification that interviews or focus group discussions might have provided. As a result, the nuances of participants’ perspectives may not have been fully captured.
3. The sample size, though sufficient for identifying broad trends, is relatively modest and therefore, may not reflect the full diversity of contexts across India’s vast higher education system. Issues such as regional language influences, state-level educational policies, and institutional variations could not be comprehensively addressed within the scope of this study.
4. The study was conducted within a limited timeframe, which restricted the possibility of longitudinal analysis. Changes in student motivation, faculty practices, and institutional reforms over time could not be systematically tracked, leaving open the question of how these dynamics evolve in the longer term.
Despite these limitations, the findings provide a meaningful foundation for understanding the current crisis and for formulating strategies to revitalize English Literature departments in India.
5.6 Scope for Further Study
The scope of this study is confined to examining the challenges and prospects faced by English Literature departments within higher education institutions in South India, with a particular focus on semi-urban and rural colleges. The study primarily considers the perspectives of both faculty members and students and thereby, provides a two-fold understanding of institutional, pedagogical, and curricular issues. By employing faculty and student questionnaires as the chief instruments of data collection, the research highlights recurring themes related to declining student interest, curricular stagnation, and the perceived lack of employability of literature graduates.
     In addition, the scope of the study is limited to English Literature as an academic discipline, and does not extend to allied fields such as English Language Teaching (ELT), Cultural Studies, or Comparative Literature though occasional overlaps with these areas are noted. The analysis focuses on how structural, cultural, and institutional factors affect the sustainability and relevance of literature studies in Indian universities.
     While the study is primarily diagnostic in nature, identifying the nature of the crisis within these departments, it also seeks to map possible future directions, including curricular reforms, integration of interdisciplinary perspectives, and enhanced employability-focused training. The emphasis is, thus, both on understanding the present crisis and on exploring practical prospects that could reframe the significance of English Literature departments in contemporary India.
5.7 Recommendations
Here are recommendations and suggestions to policymakers that logically follow from the findings and discussion of the study:
1. Policymakers should prioritize revising the English Literature curriculum to include contemporary global and Indian literary texts, interdisciplinary approaches, such as Literature and Media, Literature and Society, or Energy Humanities, and digital humanities tools. This would make the curriculum more relevant to students’ lives and career aspirations while retaining the critical, cultural, and aesthetic values of literature.
2. Literature programmes should be designed to explicitly highlight transferable skills such as critical thinking, communication, creativity, cultural competence, and ethical reasoning. Embedding internships, research projects, and community engagement within English programmes will enhance employability and reduce the perception of Literature as “impractical.”
3. Policymakers need to provide robust professional development opportunities for faculty in English departments. This includes workshops on pedagogical innovation, training in digital technologies, and funding for research in emerging fields. Strengthening faculty competence will improve classroom delivery and foster innovation in teaching and research.
4. Special policy attention should be given to semi-urban and rural institutions, where the crisis is often more severe. Allocating targeted resources—such as grants for libraries, digital infrastructure, and visiting faculty exchanges—can reduce disparities between metropolitan and non-metropolitan colleges.
5. English Literature should be reimagined as part of an interdisciplinary framework. Policies should encourage collaboration with departments of sociology, history, political science, media studies, and cultural studies. This will enable English departments to remain central to the humanities ecosystem and to address contemporary socio-political and cultural challenges.
6. National and state-level educational bodies should run campaigns that highlight the societal and intellectual importance of Literature. This will counter the widespread perception that Literature lacks “practical value” and instead, present it as central to nurturing democratic values, social justice, empathy, and cultural identity.
7. Encouraging student and faculty exchange programmes, international collaborations, and joint research projects with universities abroad can reinvigorate English departments and situate Indian scholarship within global academic conversations.
6 Conclusions
The present study underscores that the challenges facing Indian English literature departments are not signs of irrelevance but reminders of the urgent need for renewal. The decline in student reading habits, poor communicative competence, and the socio-economic constraints of learners reveal structural issues that cannot be ignored. Yet, within these difficulties lie prospects for meaningful transformation—through curriculum reform, integration of digital tools, skill-based training, and greater alignment with contemporary cultural realities. Rather than being dismissed as outdated, these departments can reimagine themselves as vibrant spaces where critical thinking, creativity, and cultural literacy converge. By responding proactively to the demands of the present, Indian English literature departments can not only survive but thrive and shape generations of learners equipped for both professional success and responsible citizenship in a rapidly changing world.
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Appendices: Structured Faculty Interview Questionnaire
Faculty Questionnaire
Demographics
Name (optional)
Institution type (Government/Private/Autonomous/Deemed University)
Years of teaching experience
Highest qualification
Curriculum & Pedagogy
1. How effective do you find the current English literature curriculum in fostering critical reading and analysis?
2. What challenges do you face in teaching canonical texts vs. contemporary/Indian texts?
3. How do students respond to primary texts compared to guides/summaries?
Language & Communication
4. Do students demonstrate adequate communicative competence in English?
5. What pedagogical strategies do you use to strengthen language skills alongside literature teaching?
Employability & Skills
6. How aligned are literature courses with employability needs?
7. What role do you see for digital humanities and interdisciplinary approaches?
Equity & Institutional Barriers
8. How do socio-economic backgrounds affect student performance and engagement?
9. What institutional supports—scholarships, open resources, mentorship—could improve equity?
Future Directions
10. What reforms or interventions would you recommend for English literature departments in India?
Student Questionnaire 
Background Information
Year of study (BA/MA; Semester)
Institution type (Govt./Private)
Medium of instruction in school (English/Vernacular/Mixed)
Access to digital resources (High/Medium/Low)
Engagement with Texts
1. How often do you read the primary texts prescribed in your syllabus?
2. Do you rely on summaries, guides, or digital materials instead of full texts? Why?
3. Which kinds of texts do you enjoy most: classical, modern, Indian writing, translated works?
Language & Communication
4. How confident are you in speaking and writing English in academic contexts?
5. Have your literature classes helped improve your language/communication skills?
Career Aspirations
6. What career path do you plan to pursue after graduation?
7. How do you think your English degree prepares (or fails to prepare) you for this?
Challenges & Supports
8. What difficulties do you face in studying English literature: financial, linguistic, or digital, cultural?
9. What kinds of academic or institutional support would help you succeed?
Recommendations
10. What changes would you like to see in your English Literature department?
Thank you for your participation and inputs and I assure you that your inputs will be anonymized and used for research purposes only.



