
Contact: Aaron Lecklider, aaron.lecklider@umb.edu, 617.287.6771
Jeffrey Meriwether,  jmeriwether@rwu.edu, 401.254.3780
New England American Studies Association Opposes Drastic Cuts at the University of Southern Maine
(Boston, Mass., March 28, 2014) – Two weeks ago, ostensibly in response to dire budgetary considerations, officials at the University of Southern Maine (USM) announced the university would eliminate several academic programs, including its American and New England Studies graduate program, and retrench at least a dozen full-time faculty members, including two tenured professors in American and New England Studies (ANES). 
Though the administrators cited budget shortfalls to justify this action, several experts, including an economist at USM, have pointed out that the fiscal situation at the university is not nearly so dire as administrators have claimed (see http://portland.thephoenix.com/news/157832-crisis-at-usm/#ixzz2xB6WOk3G). As the professional organization representing American Studies in the New England region, the New England American Studies Association (NEASA) opposes the elimination of the program and retrenchment of faculty, and we urge the University of Southern Maine to recommit to the long-term success of its American and New England Studies program. “Interdisciplinary programs in the humanities such as American and New England Studies produce work that enriches the cultural life of the region and the nation,” says Aaron Lecklider, New England Regional Representative of the American Studies Association and Assistant Professor of American Studies at the University of Massachusetts Boston. “The proposed cuts to the University of Southern Maine undermine the core function of public universities to offer broad access to critical tools that help understand the world and improve cultural institutions for everyone.”
We oppose these cuts on five grounds:
1. The cultural life of Maine depends upon educated professionals who understand the history of the region, the nation, and the world. As the only humanities-based graduate program north of Boston focusing specifically on regional concerns, the loss of this program will undermine cultural programs throughout the state of Maine.
2. As a public university, USM represents a vital connection between scholars and the public. The kind of work that has been practiced in ANES at USM has stitched the university into the local communities it serves. Applying austerity measures to a program that has a long history of strengthening ties between the local community and its public institutions produces greater mistrust between politicians, professors, and the public.
3. Though the use of “retrenchment” avoids breaking union contracts by eliminating programs rather than explicitly firing faculty, the elimination of tenured positions nonetheless violates the spirit of permanent employment implied in a tenure-track position. Cutting tenured faculty who have a demonstrated commitment to both the institution and the region sets a bad precedent for the future of academic freedom and the investment of institutions in faculty across the board.
4. The particular targeting of humanities programs – particularly interdisciplinary programs such as American and New England Studies – perpetuates an easily debunked cultural myth that such programs are less essential to the university and society than STEM programs. 
5. These cuts disproportionately impact women and minorities. 85% of students in the ANES program are women, and 90% of the positions cut at USM are held by women and minorities.

Founded in 1987 in response to local interest in exploring the history of the region around the university, USM’s graduate program in American and New England Studies has employed interdisciplinary methods drawn from fields such as archaeology, history, and anthropology to educate many individuals who have gone on to become curators, consultants, and cultural liaisons in Maine. Over 200 public school teachers have passed through the program, many of them contributing to the educational curriculum in Maine that draws upon their interdisciplinary training. The ANES program has received national recognition for excellence, including several grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities, as well as local recognition, as when the Portland City Council honored and commended the program in a ceremony several years ago.

The American and New England Studies Program at the University of Southern Maine’s reputation extends far outside the state’s borders. "I am well acquainted with this program, having visited USM on two occasions, having engaged faculty and students at NEASA conferences over the years, and having had the opportunity to work closely with one of USM's former Master's students in the Ph.D. program at Yale,” Matthew Frye Jacobson, Professor of American Studies and History at Yale University, says of the program “The program has a record of terrific achievement--it is truly one of the gems among the smaller interdisciplinary programs in the Northeast.  The loss of this intellectual and educational resource would cost the state of Maine very dearly."
“American and New England Studies helps people in Maine, New England, and throughout the United States understand where they’ve come from, appreciate who they are, and evaluate where they are going,” says Jeffrey Meriwether, president of NEASA and Associate Professor of History at Roger Williams University. “It goes to the heart of the region’s identity.” As growing protests organized by students, staff, and faculty at the University of Southern Maine attest, the proposed cuts will damage the intellectual mission of the university. The New England American Studies Association supports efforts to retain the program and all faculty to ensure the program, the university, and the state’s long-term success. 
About the New England American Studies Association (NEASA)
NEASA serves the states of Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont. Within ASA objectives, NEASA seeks to foster the study of the culture and history of New England; to bring together practitioners of the various disciplines that examine American and New England culture; and to encourage interdisciplinary scholarship, publication, and teaching in these areas at all levels and at all types of institutions. Its membership includes such constituencies as community college, college, and university faculty; secondary school teachers; undergraduate and graduate students, independent scholars; public historians, archivists, and museum curators.
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