Situation et perspectives d’évolution des départements d’études françaises des universités européennes

Séminaire organisé par le Ministère des affaires étrangères et européennes en collaboration avec le Centre International d’Etudes Pédagogiques au CIEP à Sèvres, 25-28 mars 2009

The seminar was attended by almost 60 colleagues from university depts. of French in: Germany, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Spain, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, Norway, Holland, Poland, Portugal, Czech Republic, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland – and 3 from the UK: myself, Susan (Harrow) for the first day, Gordon Millan (Strathclyde).

The format was a series of plenary tables rondes each followed by discussion, then by a choice of four ateliers. Each atelier gave a 5-minute report back towards the end of the conference.

This was the third event of this kind in a series, the previous ones having taken place in 2003 and 2005. 

The aims were:

· faire le point sur la situation des études fr. à l’université 
· favoriser des échanges croisés sur le devenir de ces dépts.

· s’interroger sur les nouveaux enjeux et les nouveaux défis

and (we assumed) to contribute to the shaping of French policy on support for HE study of French across Europe. 

The emphasis throughout the conference was (a little disappointingly) on FLE in its professional, functional, vocational aspects, with the majority of sessions devoted to translation, interpreting, French as a professional language. However

(a) the welcoming speech made by Christian Masset from the Ministry (Affaires Etangères) , directeur général de la mondialisation, du développement et des parténariats, representing Bernard Kouchner, insisted that we were ‘les magnifiques artisans de la diversité linguistique et culturelle’ and that ‘la France (avait) mis la culture et la langue au cœur de la politique de mondialisation, à côté du climat, de l’économique, du développement’, which suggested some continuing commitment to l’exception française and to a humanities component in government policy, including education.
(b) the atelier that I (DH) ran brought together a number of like-minded colleagues, committed to the centrality of études culturelles to the survival and development of FLE, and this was echoed in one or two later sessions. Our voices were definitely heard (attached, the report from our atelier).
Rather than try and summarise all the sessions, here is a list of points/observations that seemed to us significant for French in UK universities and hence for AUPHF.

· the UK situation is in some ways more generally ‘European’ than we had realized: shrinking demand and department size, casualisation of teaching (use of ‘vacataires’), pressure to provide language teaching as a ‘service’ seemed to be general. Of course in the UK this is the case for languages in general, while elsewhere English tends to squeeze out other ‘second’ languages. The battle against English is assumed to be lost; it is the place of French in relation to Spanish etc that needs addressing.

· while there were strong parallels between UK and other European experience, there were notable differences.  It was clear that a degree in French (or any other ML) in UK/Eire is (still) a springboard to diverse careers.  Assumptions and experience were more rigid in other countries where ‘studying languages’ was seen as a direct path to teaching (and to little else).  In terms of effectifs, UK/Eire seemed in excellent health given FTEs in our French departments compared with other European countries (e.g. Denmark, with 45 students in the entire country enrolled for a degree in French, according to Ministry representative). 

· European policy on multi-lingualism is well known and simply assumed as part of the context everywhere but the UK. Do we need to start reminding our own government of what they have signed up to – when do we ever hear about our commitment to multi-lingualism as EU members? 
· Bologna agreements also assumed to be widely known and significant for university practice, whereas they are not often referred to in UK universities. Homework needed.
· There was an interesting (and heated) dispute over how far approximate, inaccurate French (even ‘le sabir’) should be accepted in some contexts on the grounds that it serves its purpose: pragmatists (dealing with ‘la société de l’utile’) versus purists, the aim of sufficient performance versus the aim of maîtrise de la langue. 
· Syllabus and pedagogy. For many delegates a degree-programme in French (in their institution, in their country) was based on the acquisition, consolidation and perfecting of the language: immediate functionality was the rationale and the motor.  The teaching of ‘ideas’ modules including literature as per the UK/Ireland model was the exception rather than the rule.  There was an assumption in some quarters (even from plenary speakers) that a humanities-based language degree was a redundant model, the preserve of a few traditional, elite institutions (almost l’exception britannique) (see report by SH on Atelier 2 ‘Former des enseignants et des formateurs d’enseignants’) . The UK seems to be unique in merging of applied (LEA) and arts-oriented degree programmes (the latter generally – and oddly?- referred to as philologie). Nowhere else (I gathered) would you find Français langue professionnelle or translation/interpreting as options on a lettres degree in French, and this interested many of the European colleagues. Also – the most (the only?) innovative pedagogies discussed were part of business-oriented programmes, but were quite familiar to us in the UK as part of our French Studies teaching (assessed group presentations, projects, provision of on-line support and discussion groups etc.). The notion of ‘transferable skills’ seemed to be new to most. In these respects, we are ahead.
· Everyone was equally opposed to the categorization of academic reviews as ‘A, B’ etc. on the grounds that this tended to undervalue publications in anything other than English (cf. our own AUPHF response)
· The Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie seems quite interesting – some 700 universities are members, and activities include support for research and for formation d’enseignants. Quite complicated to join (see website). Its director suggested the AUPHF might like to get someone from our ‘region’ to come and talk to us. He was also very interested by my mention of Keith Marshall’s research a few years ago that demonstrated employability of language graduates – I am sending him the links (http://www.gla.ac.uk/media/media_34016_en.pdf + http://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/2466).
· Strong support generally for the value of Instituts Français and role of délégués culturels, against what was perceived to be the French government’s tendency to reduce support for these.
Diana Holmes, with additional input from Susan Harrow (26/3/09)
