Response from AUPHF to the AHRC’s ‘Targeted Call for Programmes in Language Skills Training: Collaborative Research Training Scheme’
The AUPHF (Association of University Professors and Heads of French) supports the AHRC’s ‘Targeted Call for Programmes in Language Skills Training: Collaborative Research Training Scheme’, because it is an initiative that identifies the monolinguism of most UK researchers as a problem that needs to be addressed as a matter of priority. We endorse the HEFCE and BA findings, and align ourselves with the need to respond to these findings by establishing methods of addressing language shortcomings amongst UK researchers. 

The AUPHF thus welcomes the scheme and is happy to do all it can to promote it. Imaginative proposals in response to the call might also address the necessary connection between language and cultural awareness. Researchers in Modern Foreign Languages are providers of language skills that go far beyond the normal understanding of ‘service provision’ in the Language Centre sense. We could imagine, for instance, workshops on aspects of the publication/dissemination process, such as writing abstracts in a foreign language, assimilating the characteristic rhetoric and expository strategies of different academic cultures (there has been some interesting research on this within translation studies). More obviously, there is the possibility of training in earlier states of the language for historians. A research student working on fifteenth-century France may have sufficient grasp of modern French as a language of scholarship, but it is by no means certain that s/he could negotiate the altogether different challenges of Middle French when reading contemporary documents. Of course such training would have a more limited ‘target demographic’, but there is certainly a place for it.
However, we respectfully submit that the AHRC needs to recognize two crucial points. One is that, while many doctoral applications set out potentially valuable research goals, they presume upon a faster acquisition of language/reading fluency in the target language than is feasible (e.g. a one-hour class once a week, ab initio). It might, therefore, be prudent to require candidates to demonstrate some previous aptitude for foreign language learning, given the inevitable need to ‘hit the ground running’. More crucially, we opine that the AHRC should ideally widen the remit of its funding to include not just ‘new specialist research training’, but also some background research on what training might be most urgently required (needs analysis) and on best existing practice. The AHRC consultation document does mention ‘planning and coordination, publicity and marketing and production of research training materials or specialist software’; we suggest that the following also be undertaken.

1) A needs analysis across different Arts and Humanities disciplines to gauge the specialist areas and level of language  most immediately required by research students. The AHRC can play a crucial role here, by contacting research and PhD supervisors across a number of Arts and Humanities subjects and coordinating the responses from the disciplines whose research students have language needs.

2) A review of existing provision and overview of best practice.
3) Discussion with the ESRC and other Research Councils - as some language needs may be shared by other disciplines.
4) Surveys of student preference with respect to delivery: week-long workshops, online ‘webinars’; off-the-peg (online) brush-up courses which can be undertaken ‘just-in-time’.
5) Development of guide-books to good practice for tutors of non-specialist languages students who are research students in different disciplines.
6) Development of the type of specialist research training envisaged by the CRT ‘Language Skills Training’ which takes on board the findings of points 1-5 above.
7) Development of a high-profile (section  of the AHRC) web-site where CRT courses can be advertised and materials developed can be lodged.

As presently constituted, this is a relatively modest initiative (only 5-10 awards), which gives it a somewhat experimental quality. This pilot stage could be evaluated in consultation with the stakeholders (such as AUPHF), after an initial period; if found successful, and when fine-tuned as a result of our responses, the AHRC could earmark funds for an expansion of the scheme.

Finally, we would appreciate reassurance that this initiative will complement the support the AHRC gives languages under other schemes, which are absolutely crucial to protecting UK research expertise in languages. While we applaud this new scheme, it is vital that it should not divert resources away from the existing ones.
Professor Lucille Cairns, President of the Association of University Professors and Heads of French (January 2010)
