“Why should UK taxpayers support you for three years to read novels, write poems or play with words?" 
This question could have been written by my mother.  It probably was.  To hear her speak you’d think she was the only person in the UK paying taxes.  “You already know how to read and write!  What do you need a degree in it for?  Why should my hard earned money get thrown away on you reading books?”  

It’s hard to argue with mothers.  They are invariably correct and, even when they’re not, it’s unlikely that they’re wrong.  

I’ve spent three years studying English Language, Literature and Writing on a degree course.  Reconsidering the original question: I’m one of those students who has spent three years reading novels, writing poems and playing with words – and all at the taxpayers’ expense.  But I have to confess: I’ve only done one of those things.
I haven’t read a single novel whilst I’ve been on the course.  The truth is, I had only read novels before I began my degree.  Over the past three years, instead of reading novels, I have been understanding them.  I have been critically analysing them, and I have been developing a greater awareness of the information being imparted.  Since beginning this degree, I have to say that simply reading novels is now a thing of the past.
I should also add that I haven’t written poems during my degree.  I’ve created poems.  I’ve submitted an anthology of 5,000 words of verse for my final year writing portfolio.  But I haven’t written poems: I’ve only ever rewritten poems.  

All of which looks like nothing more than fancy word play – hedging from a truthful response to those first two issues behind paronomasia, semantics and pragmatics.  And, if I have to confess to one guilty pleasure from the past three years it has to be that I love playing with words.  It’s my personal ambition to play with words so I can one day prove that UK TAXPAYER is an anagram of MY MOTHER.
To take the liberty of rephrasing the question, I’d like to respond here to the suggestion that my mother (the sole UK taxpayer) is supporting me to do nothing of any material value.  I’ll eschew the opportunity to argue Marxism and I’ll go onto tackle the erroneous idea that a degree in English is an investment into the potentially unprofitable.  

Admittedly there are only six novelists listed in the Times’ 2008 Rich List: J K Rowling, Barbara Taylor Bradford, Jackie Collins, Lord Archer, Jack Higgins and Terry Pratchett.  Between them their collective financial worth is listed at a little more than a billion.  Newspaper owners, Sir Ray Tindle, Freddie Johnston and family, and Douglas Graham and Family, have a collective worth of almost half that amount.  There are a further eleven entries for independent publishing magnates with incomes ranging between 45 million and 400 million.  Other sectors in this list (specifically those areas where a degree in English could potentially prove itself of worth) include film, media, books, television and advertising.  Limitations of space and personal jealousy prevent me from itemising the overall totals from these sources.  It’s sufficient to acknowledge that the holder of a degree in English has the potential to contribute to industry sectors that are worth billions and billions.
Financial worth aside  (and making only the smallest mention of the fact that teaching and education are not sectors included on the Times’ Rich List) it’s generally accepted that a good number of students use an English degree as a step toward a teaching career.  This is an opportunity for some of those students who have spent three years reading novels, writing poems and playing with words to impart their love of literature and literacy to a new generation.  
Of course, some of these students will go on to teach ESOL, broadening the international understanding of English and helping to secure and develop the role of the language as the lingua franca of international academic and business communities.  Others interested in teaching could use their qualification to assist with the UK’s growing number of successful adult literacy programmes.  If reading is the gift that keeps on giving, then teaching the ability to read is potentially the greatest gift of all.  A degree in reading novels, writing poems and playing with words puts a student in the ideal position to help give the gift to a growing number of learners.
It’s accepted that a degree in English allows a student to encounter some of the greatest minds that have ever committed their thoughts to posterity: Aristotle, Socrates, Freud, Marx, Althusser, Foucault, Saussure, de Beauvoire and Chomsky, to name a small sample.  If the UK taxpayer were asked to invest in the genius of only one of those names, I’m sure that even my mother (that sole and most vocal of UK taxpayers) would not begrudge the expense.  Not that any of those listed above were solely English graduates.  Or, in fact, English.  
My own degree in English has allowed me to visit and appreciate the haven that is Stratford-on-Avon and the Brontë’s parsonage at the heart of Haworth.  Some (particularly those belligerent, maternal taxpayers) could argue that these places are little more than pretentious theme parks for the literati.  However, there can be few UK taxpayers who would wish to abrogate these cultural heritage centres or refute their collective homage to the UK’s literary tradition.  This is not to suggest that a degree in English guarantees the successful student automatic inclusion in the canon or a place in the annals of the UK’s literary history.  But it has to be conceded that an in-depth understanding and appreciation of these landmarks benefits all of us who wish to respect these monuments to the language’s most creative genii. 
Charles Darwin famously wrote, “The difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great as it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind.”  Perhaps it’s my affection for playing with words but, when I forwarded this quote to my mother I told her, in this instance, Darwin was specifically talking about an English degree.
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