LLAS Subject Centre Literature and Culture Special Interest Group

Wednesday, 16 December 2009
London: CILT Boardroom

12:00-16:00

Attendees: Lisa Bernasek (LB – chair), Jennifer Burns (JB), Sharon Czudak (SC), Rhian Davies (RD), Alison Dickens (AD), Debra Kelly (DK), Rachel Palfreyman (RP), Matthew Treherne (MT)

Apologies: Teresa Birks, David Frier, Mary Green, Elwira Grossman, Diana Holmes, Martin Orwin, Margaret Tejerizo

1 Introductions

LB introduced herself to the group.
2 Minutes from last meeting and matters arising

Following on from a discussion at the last meeting, the group discussed the development of a “reading strategies” resource. LB and AD raised the possibility of commissioning someone to develop a learning object, possibly Catherine Walter. They also suggested investigating existing materials available in the Southampton “study skills toolkit”. It was agreed that perhaps this project could be put aside for now as there were more pressing issues such as response to the Worton review and developing a Why Study Literature resource. 

Action: LB/AD to investigate existing resources and discuss possibility of commissioning LO.

Further discussion of the group’s contribution to the Diploma was on the agenda for later in the meeting. Other topics from previous ideas for future activity were also on the agenda, including: Why Study Literature resource, event focused on Residence Abroad.

LB reported that it was too difficult technically to get video of the presentations from the June 2009 Teaching Film event online. However a full event report and many of the presentations are available online.

LB reported that the workshop for PG teaching assistants was run again this year in Leeds, and the Subject Centre was exploring opportunities to develop similar workshops, perhaps for specfic languages. AD asked if it would be useful to have a workshop for new teaching staff focused on ‘content’ teaching rather than language teaching. MT thought this type of workshop was useful for language teaching assistants with a high turnover, but that it might be too much to have such a workshop for other staff at the beginning of term. LB reported that the new staff event to be held in April will have topics relevant to both language and content teaching staff.

3 Discussion of 14-19 Diplomas and follow-up to SIG’s contribution (Sharon Czudak, CILT)
SC reported on the development of the 14-19 Diploma in Languages and International Communication. There are now two topics that incorporate literature and culture at level 3: one on critical analysis of texts, including both classic and contemporary works (‘Engaging with creative works’); and one where students will produce their own creative work (‘Using language creatively’). Students could also cover literature and culture subject matter under the ‘Using languages for research’ topic. The ‘Using linguistics for discourse analysis’ topic will also prepare them for HE-level content work.

SC reported that the content and criteria had been approved by Ofsted and that the criteria were now being developed into concrete specifications. These will be made available to consortia in September 2010 to develop their plans for delivery of the Diplomas. They have had 54 bids from consortia to teach the Diploma – these consortia include 3 institutions and should include employers, schools, HE and FE institutions. They have found that so far there has not been enough involvement from HEIs, who will be needed to deliver parts of the diploma topics, for example translating, linguistics, or research methods. Most consortia are interested in teaching the Diploma at level 2.

RP asked if the Diploma was meant to replace A-levels. SC replied that it will run alongside GCSEs and A-levels as another option. However, the Conservatives have said that they will withdraw the Languages, Science and Humanities Diplomas if they are elected as these are perceived as ‘academic’ disciplines and the Diplomas are perceived as ‘vocational’ qualifications. 

RD asked why the ‘Engaging with creative works’ topic was to be assessed in the target language only, when university students would be expected to write essays on such topics in English. SC replied that 65% of the Diploma needed to be assessed in the target language, and that they were trying to integrate language and content learning as much as possible.

SC asked the group to reflect on what type of Additional Specialist Learning topics would be useful for students to pursue in order to lead into HE degrees. These topics would be outside the Principal Learning, but would be equivalent to one A-level of time. The group discussed the need for students to have critical thinking skills; to be enthusiastic and not scared off by literature because they have been told it is ‘too hard’; to be able to think for themselves not look for the ‘right answer’; to have essay-writing skills; and to be willing to tackle things that do not seem immediately relevant to their lives. Currently students may arrive at university having never written an essay or read a novel. SC said that if the Diploma is delivered correctly, these types of critical approaches should be taken. The group also discussed what types of qualifications they look for now – A-levels in a variety of subjects were mentioned, particularly those that involve writing essays, but also including those outside Humanities. Other qualifications like a BTEC would not be dismissed. The International Baccalaureate was also mentioned as it includes theory and critical understanding.

There was some discussion of what type of student might take the Diploma rather than A-level languages or English literature. There is a perception of the Diploma as a vocational degree. SC argued that this was an incorrect perception, and that the Diploma will be more rigorous than A-levels as it will be more applied and more research-oriented. 

SC advised that HE institutions and staff could be further involved in the development of the Diplomas by developing ideas for Additional Specialist Learning and pathways into HE. This could include ideas for extended projects that will be part of the level 3 Diploma. Other opportunities exist to develop and deliver modules for the Diploma.

Action: Further ideas on Additional Specialist Learning topics or any aspect of the Diploma should be emailed to Teresa Birks Teresa.Birks@cilt.org.uk.
4 Discussion of Worton Review (Ali Dickens and Lisa Bernasek)

AD introduced the discussion of the Worton Review (Review of Modern Foreign Languages provision in higher eduction in England, http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_41/) by discussing the dissemination event on 1 December 2009. There was a general sense that departments would need to respond with positive action to the review, particularly in response to the identified need for a common purpose and identity. AD also reported that UCML proposed to set up working groups to discuss following up on issues raised in the report, including the development of a shared identity for languages as both a skill and as a humanities discipline.

There was some discussion of the limitations of the review, with some group members suggesting that aspects of the review were a result of Professor Worton’s own experience and that examples of practice different to that described exist but had not been identified. RD raised concerns about the place of literature in the report’s focus on engaging with business, collaboration with language centres, developing new technologies, and team teaching. An emphasis on these issues could detract from teaching in literature and culture areas. RD suggested that a Why Study Literature resource could express to students how this type of study is related to skills development and employability, using statistics on high rates of employment for these graduates.

DK suggested that although some departments do need the criticisms directed at them by the review, examples of good practice were not highlighted. At Westminster, for example, they do not have a separation between the department and the language centre, they have developed Knowledge Transfer Partnerships, and they discuss employability within language degrees. MT suggested that there was a need to think about the broader market for languages – although there is a need for single and joint honours students, there is also a need for basic skills development in languages. RD raised the issue of dialogue between HE and other sectors – how do HE-level courses relate to A-level study, and is there space for this type of dialogue? DK reported that this type of dialogue had come out of some Routes collaborations.

The group also discussed employability of languages graduates – according to the report languages graduates are highly employable but people (including students, HE staff and the general public) don’t realise this. In fact, employers are looking not just for language skills but for cultural understanding, and may be more interested in hiring language graduates over others because they believe their skills to be superior to other types of graduates, including business graduates. MT suggested that the employability agenda does not need to change the way we teach, but that we need to articulate the skills achieved to students. It was agreed that there needs to be some effort to communicate the facts about language graduates and employability to the wider public, to students, and to HE staff.

The group also discussed what kind of action could be taken in response to the Worton review. AD suggested that there was a need for individual proactivity within institutions in addressing these issues, and a need for all languages to contribute to further discussions. DK said that collaborations arising from Routes have built up dialogue between institutions that would be helpful, but as this was often primarily through Language Centres, there were still some missed opportunities for connections between institutions. It was agreed that no concrete action needed to be taken by the group, but that individuals could feed into further discussions at their institutions. This could also be done through UCML.

Action: Employability theme to be highlighted in Subject Centre resources created for students and prospective students (see discussion of Why Study).
5 Reports from events (Lisa Bernasek) 

LB reported on the following Literature and Culture-related events held since the last meeting. Full event reports and many presentations are available on the Subject Centre website.
a. Life and work in academia, 16-17 April 2009

Held in Cambridge with 21 delegates. Included discussions of topics like: classroom issues; career promotion and progression; university citizenship; good practice in e-learning; language teaching for content specialists; pastoral support. Feedback has been positive, with participants especially appreciating the holistic approach to the academic career. A similar workshop will be held this year at Aston Business School, Birmingham, 15-16 April 2010.
b. Teaching poetry in modern languages, 21 April 2009

Held at University of Exeter and organised by Valerie Worth, attracted 18 delegates.The plenary speaker was Axel Goodbody, and 6 speakers from a variety of languages gave papers on using poetry to teach modern languages.
c. Teaching film in modern languages, 19 June 2009

Held at University of Bristol and organised by Catherine O’Rawe, with 55 delegates in attendance. Nine speakers in three panel sessions: New issues in national cinemas; Bringing together theory and practice; Using material artefacts. We had good feedback on the day and many presentations and a full event report are online.

d. Meeting the current challenges: the humanities and employability, entrepreneurship and employer engagement, 23 October 2009

This was a large event held in London, organised in conjuction with 4 other Humanities Subject Centres (Philosophical and Religious Studies, English, History Classics and Archaeology, and Art Design and Media) and Routes into Languages. The event was very successful and ran at full capacity with 77 delegates. Themes included: Embedding employability into the curriculum; Engaging employers; Making the case for Humanities; International collaboration and engagement; Supporting subject specific skills and careers; Working in and with schools; Working abroad; Student volunteering; Working across disciplines; and Enhancing employability of PG students. Paper abstracts and many presentations are available online.
e. Teaching textual analysis in modern languages, 13 November 2009

Held at University of Bath, organised by Axel Goodbody with 29 delegates. Six speakers from a variety of languages gave papers on using different forms of textual analysis to teach Modern Languages.
f. Other recent events: 
Engaging creatively with modern languages (Workshop to Go, UWE); Beat Writing Day (Student study day, U of Birmingham); Globalisation: Undergraduate conference (U of Ulster); France, North Africa and the Middle East (Study day, U of Portsmouth); The Ning Thing: social networking to support the year abroad (Workshop to Go, U of Liverpool); Enhancing MFL teaching for new tutors (U of Leeds)

6 Planning future activity

a. Why Study Literature resource 
LB presented current plans for developing webpages targeted at current and prospective students that would incorporate literature and culture-related content. LLAS is planning to create ‘Studying’ pages modelled on the Economics Subject Centre site for current students: http://www.studyingeconomics.ac.uk/ and to redesign the current ‘Why Study’ pages for prospective students: http://www.whystudylanguages.ac.uk/. Both pages would include literature and culture-related content. The Why Study pages would include information about what students would do in a languages degree, including content courses focused on literature, culture, history, etc. The Studying pages would also include information on module options, as well as sections on employability and developing study skills.
Group members liked the model of the Discover American Studies website: http://www.whystudyamerica.ac.uk/, especially the section of essays on different topics covered within an American Studies degree. DK suggested that embassies might fund the development of something like this, and LB reported that this was an avenue that was already being pursued by the Subject Centre. RP suggested linking content so that an essay on German cinema, for example, could then link to other resources on cinema or other resources on German language. Along with embassies other organisations like the DAAD or the Alliance Française might be approached for funding such resources. Suggested topics for essays that could be incorporated into the new site were: Music, History, Literature, Painting, Film, different time periods, Cultures of Memory. Other suggestions were to give visitors the option to create their own homepage, or to gather different resources through a shopping basket mechanism.

Potential audiences for the sites were also discussed. It was agreed that resources should be available for different student age groups, but also for teachers, parents and for careers teachers. Often careers advisors don’t know what is involved in a languages degree, or the combinations available. It will be important to disseminate the new websites widely, perhaps by using the Routes networks. 
b. Residence Abroad event

LB asked for input on an event the Subject Centre is planning to hold in spring 2010 on the place of Residence Abroad in the curriculum. Themes suggested by the group were: integrating the year abroad into the curriculum; the role of the year abroad in joint honours programmes; assessment and accreditation of the year abroad; getting students to read and engage with the culture during the year abroad; using VLEs or social networking to support the year abroad; articulating skills development and employability; incorporating the year abroad experience into the curriculum on return; mentoring students; getting students to access certain kinds of cultural experience given the diversity of experiences during the year abroad (working, teaching, studying).
DK suggested consulting the report of the Association of University Professors and Heads of French working party on the year abroad, available online. Máire Cross at Newcastle who headed this working party might be a possible speaker. Other suggestions were: someone from Warwick where they have a year abroad in the 2nd year, or the people who developed the ‘Ning thing’ workshop.
7 Ideas for future activity to support teaching literature and culture

RD suggested that further work on the transition project would be useful. Targeted questions could be used like how students see studying literature will feed into their future career, or what they originally expected of courses in literature and whether this has changed since starting university. It would be interesting to get more data on students’ awareness of literature and culture-related subjects. AD reported that the Subject Centre was currently pursuing funding of a long-term research project related to the transition project.
Action: Feed these ideas into long-term research project.
8 AOB

The date of the next meeting in December 2010 will be set in due course.
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