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How would you define ‘endangered’ and ‘emerging’ subject areas?

One way of defining endangered and emerging subject areas is in relation to research assessment procedures. Such areas do not usually have a sufficient number of experts in order to be properly recognised in any research review process. Endangered subject areas tend to lose visibility, and emerging areas struggle to break through. Almost by definition, both endangered and emerging subject areas will be the bits and pieces that we find at the margins of the ‘established’ discipline. Where panels and committees struggle to find an acknowledged expert in a field, it is an almost certain sign that the field in question is either emerging or endangered, or both.


Is this a problem that your society /association has recognised and has any established assessment of? If so, could you send copies of your reports to the Academy please?

The problem of endangered and emerging research areas was referred to in our response to the joint funding bodies’ consultation on research assessment (notably in paragraph 15). This document is available at: 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/auphf/RAEresponse.doc

The problem of staffing, recruitment and renewal in French studies was referred to in our response to the AHRB Green Paper on Postgraduate Funding in March 2002, available at:

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/auphf/pgfunding.htm

How best can we seek to identify these subjects?

In French, there is considerable consensus already about what these subjects are. RAE 2001 and the lists of research students gathered by the Society for French Studies suggest that in pre-1800 (even, perhaps, pre-1900) areas, there are very few research students and that some 90% of postgraduates are working in the post-1900 area. One of the more disquieting scenarios is that the subject area will eventually morph into ‘contemporary French Studies’, focused entirely on the period after 1900. Thus medieval and early modern French studies, and even nineteenth-century studies, can be considered ‘at risk’. But equally, French linguistics, both theoretical and applied, has had too few research students over the last two decades to generate serious renewal. 

More generally, French studies scholars are acutely aware of a gradual Anglicisation of our discipline, and a serious general decline in the ability to work from documents in French. This has an impact on the study of any number of aspects of French society and culture, not only in French studies departments for literary and area studies, but also in political science, sociology, cultural studies etc.

Can you suggest any quantitative measures that could be used to identify ‘endangered’ and ‘emerging’ subject areas? [e.g. survey heads of department]

A survey of heads of department would be an excellent starting point. This would usefully include an analysis of PhD subjects over recent years, and numbers of postgraduate students, as well as quantification of staff specialisms. Funding applications submitted for schemes such as the Research Innovation Scheme may also be useful indicators of emerging areas.

We need also to review the academic community’s needs in terms of current provision for undergraduate teaching, and see where gaps are opening up. Specifications in job advertisements are one obvious source of such information.


Are there any specific fields within your discipline that you feel are particularly endangered by recruitment and/ or retention problems?

Language and linguistics; medieval and early modern studies (up to and including eighteenth- and nineteenth-century studies); drama and poetry; the study of certain canonical authors.


Are there any specific fields within your discipline that are emerging that you feel have specific recruitment problems?

France and French studies in a comparative context; film and political studies.

Do you have any information on the numbers of postgraduate research students and academic staff within your discipline, and the numbers that are thought necessary to replenish the profession?

Such information comes to us from various sources (AHRB, SFS database of Current Research, etc.) but we have no single source at this stage.


Are you aware of other sources of information or past studies that have been undertaken that may have a bearing on this issue?

Information on both staff and postgraduate specialisms in French can be found in the ‘Current Research’ and ‘Postgraduate Research’ sections of the Society for French Studies web site at: http://www.sfs.ac.uk/
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