24 July 2008

Dear Maurice Bric,

As President of AUPHF (Association of University Professors of French and Heads of Departments of French in the United Kingdom and Ireland), I am responding to your invitation to contribute to the consultation process informing the ‘Foresight in the Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences’ exercise. Ireland is a fully integrated partner in French subject associations like AUPHF and the Society for French Studies, whose remits embrace both the UK and Ireland. Our Irish colleagues make a very valuable contribution to our discipline in a variety of ways, such as journal co-editing and involvement in conferences. I have endeavoured to structure the Association’s response in terms of the issues highlighted in bullet-points within your letter of invitation to respond. 

· The contribution of the arts, humanities and social sciences to the development of Ireland’s ‘knowledge society’ and to the economy.

 

The arts, humanities and social sciences can contribute to the development of Ireland’s ‘knowledge society’ and to the economy in a number of ways. They can make a positive and demonstrable impact on the social, cultural and economic well-being of the country, by promoting the dissemination and transfer of knowledge produced by researchers within these disciplines. Researchers in the arts, humanities and social sciences can engage in knowledge dissemination and transfer, so that their research can make a difference beyond the world of higher education. Knowledge transfer encompasses not only business interactions, but also engagement with other audiences in the public and voluntary sectors, including museums, galleries, health and social services agencies, and public policy makers. By advancing knowledge and understanding within the arts, humanities and social sciences, academics within these disciplines can help to provide highly educated, articulate, analytical graduates who can contribute to the health, wealth, prosperity, and economic competitiveness of Ireland. 

· Your society / association’s strategic aims for the arts, humanities and social sciences

The AUPHF’s strategic aims for the arts, humanities and social sciences are pluralistic. We believe that these disciplines should be pursued in their own right as essential components of an intellectually and culturally advanced society in which quality of life is not limited to the meeting of basic material requirements for physical survival. We also believe that these disciplines produce articulate, analytical, and (inter-)culturally competent individuals who can enhance the economic and social well-being of their country when they enter the job market after graduation. Within arts and humanities, languages graduates have a special contribution to make, and are of key significance in terms of international trade and international communication and cooperation. However, we wish French, and by implication Language Studies generally, to thrive in their own right, and not as ‘additional skills’ enhancing another dominant portfolio. It is important to recognize the broad research base we already incorporate (European languages, linguistics, history, literature, culture, etc.). There is much interest currently amongst Irish researchers in the implications of European Union, both in terms of migrant communities within Ireland, and in terms of outreach and collaboration. A thriving research culture in European Languages is clearly of relevance here.

· The relationship between these strategic aims and national strategies as they are relevant to your society / association. 

Foreign language skills have a wider national benefit than their mere acquisition for the individual and for his or her career prospects. Notably, they help develop the intercultural awareness that is certain to become vitally important in an age of globalization, international migration, etc. If national strategy involves dealing with these trends, then AUPHF's aim of promoting its subject is highly relevant to that strategy.

· Research activity in the arts, humanities and social sciences in your society / association (including examples of collaborative research activity)

French studies, as a subject area, is fundamentally interdisciplinary, ranging in, between and across many different areas – literature, history of ideas, linguistics, social and area studies, film studies, gender studies, francophone and postcolonial studies, and transdisciplinary theory-based studies – and often combining these in innovative ways. 

· Perceived strengths and weaknesses of education and research in the arts, humanities and social sciences as you see them.

Strengths in education include close attention to skills development, and strengths in research include an excellent international reputation, together with a general openness to interdisciplinary approaches. Weaknesses in education include a labour-intensive rather than capital-intensive tradition of delivery, which makes it difficult for universities to develop new resources appropriate for a changing HE environment (academics are often too heavily committed, for example, to consider using Virtual Learning Environments as anything more than electronic versions of paper-based course documents). In research, weaknesses include a widening gap between academics’ research agendas and those of many academic publishers, making it difficult to publish books in various areas; more generally, a lack of fit between different imperatives.  

It is important to note that the research scene in the arts, humanities and social sciences in Ireland has been transformed over the last decade by the creation of the IRCHSS (one of the two organisations at the origin of the ‘Foresight in the Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences’ exercise). For the first time ever, there has been funding for graduate students and researchers in Ireland, whereas previously the only scholarships/fellowships available were to enable people to study overseas. For French in particular a slight weakness relative to other subjects in obtaining PhD fellowships was compensated by the disproportionate success of established French scholars in obtaining research fellowships. The claim that academics in French punched above their weight is supported by statistics published in a report on research in French showing that between 1999 when the IRCHSS was set up and 2005, scholars in French accounted for 9.1% of all the Research Fellowships (open to academics in post for less than 10 years) and an impressive 13.3% of all the Senior Research Fellowships (open to academics in post for 10 years or more) awarded nationally across all eligible disciplines. Thus, although French did not perform as well as certain other arts, humanities and social sciences subjects in recruiting PhD students, the success among established colleagues was important in showing that scholars of French are recognized as important contributors to the intellectual life and resources of the country.

· Gaps in educational and research provision in the arts, humanities and social sciences.

Whilst the creation of the IRCHSS and its unprecedented provision of funding for postgraduate students has obviously been a great advance for arts, humanities and social sciences in Ireland, it is important that more support be given to French particularly in recruiting high-quality postgraduate students.
· Metrics used for evaluating research performance in the arts, humanities and social sciences.

We already undergo metrics testing in many forms. It is crucial that any greater standardisation of the process allow for differences between our discipline(s) and, for example, the natural sciences, but also for recognition of effort and achievement across a broad spectrum of contributions. The Royal Society has criticized any shift to a crudely basic model of citations + research funding + PhD completions, and we endorse this criticism. Within the UK, the ‘basket’ of metrics proposed by the AHRC was credible, and recognition of what is currently seen as research environment (editing, conference organization, presentations at conferences) would actually recognize breadth of activity better than the current RAE. There clearly needs to be the retention of a degree of peer review for this to be at all credible, and fears about the flawed nature of bibliometric assessment need to be addressed too. Would every citation not have to be examined to see whether it is treating the work as essential in its field and engaging with it, or, rather, mentioning it to disagree with it or even dismiss it as unhelpful?

To sum up: bibliometrics are rightly regarded with suspicion, and are not widely supported by experts in the field. Peer review is much preferred.
· The contribution that the arts, humanities and social sciences make to life-long learning.

The arts, humanities and social sciences contribute actively to life-long learning, as can be seen in their disproportionate appeal to mature students and the fact that they account for the near entirety of degree programmes offered in the evening in Irish universities. Language learning is particularly popular among those undertaking study at a later stage in life, when the usefulness of modern language acquisition within many employment contexts has been perceived. Ireland unfortunately lags behind its European neighbours in providing funding for mature students; any provision in this respect would be very productive in boosting life-long learning as the arts, humanities and social sciences are the disciplines which teach students most cheaply.

In addition to responding to the issues specified within distinct bullet-points in your letter of invitation to respond, we would like to make the following additional points.

· The (relatively) recent founding of a national subject association, ADEFFI (Association des Etudes Françaises et Francophones d'Irlande), meets one of the needs mentioned in the Terms of Reference of the ‘Foresight in the Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences’ exercise, viz. the need to identify areas of cooperation with Northern Ireland. The aspiration to have an association operating throughout the island of Ireland was a key priority in ADEFFI’s institution, and the decision to hold the first Annual Conference to take place outside Dublin in Belfast was taken in order to reiterate the commitment to all-Ireland involvement. 

· In this time of increasingly globalized communication, Ireland needs to bear in mind the importance of language and intercultural competence for its citizens, particularly in the light of the ‘No’ vote recently. It is more than ever important that Ireland promote diversity through its educational programmes.

· Europe accounts for a very large part of extranational funding for Irish universities, and important strategic opportunities lie in investigating Ireland’s cultural as much as political interactions with our European neighbours. Clearly, those with advanced language skills are in a privileged position here.

Finally, I would like to thank you for giving the AUPHF the opportunity to participate in this important exercise.

Best wishes

Professor Lucille Cairns (President, AUPHF)

