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QAA consultation: Benchmarking academic standards
Form A: Responses to individual subject statements

Please identify the subject to which this response refers
Languages & related studies
Please provide the following information:

Name of respondent
Professor Naomi Segal
Position/responsibilities
[HoD of French Studies, U. of Reading] President, AUPHF
Name of institution/organisation
AUPHF (Association of University Professors & Heads of French in the United Kingdon & Ireland)
Address 



Dept of French Studies, School of Modern Languages

Faculty of Letters & Social Sciences, PO Box 218


The University of Reading 


Reading RG6 6AA

Are you responding (check as appropriate)

in a personal capacity
 FORMCHECKBOX 

or
on behalf of your:
· HE institution
 FORMCHECKBOX 

· professional or statutory body
 FORMCHECKBOX 

· employer
 FORMCHECKBOX 

· in any other capacity (please specify)
 FORMCHECKBOX 

General observations about your particular subject benchmark statement

Q1
Overall, to what extent does the statement fulfil its intended purpose?

It is generally an successful document, covering the main aspects of the subject clearly and fully, stressing what is distinctive while also representing fairly the broad range of practices in MFL degrees. 

It has succeeded in avoiding the risk of only covering the ‘common denominator’ of language degrees: the core of language learning; this would have been a serious problem since precisely MFL degrees have an exceptionally broad reach of ‘related studies’, overlapping in many ways with the main humanities subjects. In this way a LRS degree is ‘literature plus’, ‘history plus’, etc. This statement shows that effectively in that the first two of its four broad categories are ‘core, while the latter two are ‘related studies’.

· use of the target language

· explicit knowledge of language

· knowledge of cultures of language

· intercultural awareness

The prefatory letter is strong and clear, emphasising some key points about the LRS degree: employability, interdisciplinarity, skills & inter-cultural knowledge. (These points – especially the employability point - would benefit from some repetition in the preambles to various sections of the statement.

The main obvious drawback (but this applies to all the benchmark statements) is that the statement cannot represent the experience of most students, who nowadays are taking  Joint Hons degrees.

Q2
What are its major strengths as a benchmark statement?

To repeat the points in Q1:

It is generally an excellent document, covering the main aspects of the subject clearly and fully, stressing what is distinctive while also representing fairly the broad range of practices in MFL degrees. 

It has succeeded in avoiding the risk of only covering the ‘common denominator’ of language degrees: the core of language learning; this would have been a serious problem since precisely MFL degrees have an exceptionally broad reach of ‘related studies’, overlapping in many ways with the main humanities subjects. In this way a MFL degree is ‘literature plus’, ‘history plus’, etc. This statement shows that effectively in that the first two of its four broad categories are ‘core, while the latter two are ‘related studies’.

Q3
What shortcomings, if any, are there?

I have three main points to make here. The first is already stated in Q1:

The main obvious drawback (but this applies to all the benchmark statements) is that the statement cannot represent the experience of most students, who nowadays are taking  Joint Hons degrees.
The second is highlighted by one of my colleagues on the AUPHF Executive Committee. There is a certain ‘catch-all’ vagueness to some of the statement’s formulations – eg ‘knowledge of cultures’ – which entails the risk that, if the document is used in a post-TQA QA exercise, ‘many of our constituency may find no mention of their areas of teaching/research in black and white’. She therefore proposes that more detail be given (even at the risk of longwindedness) of what is actually meant: specifics like ‘visual arts, film studies, modern and medieval literature’ would be more useful than the board categories mentioned at present.

Q4
Which aspects require further clarification/modification?  Please give details.

See Q3:

The second is highlighted by one of my colleagues on the AUPHF Executive Committee. There is a certain ‘catch-all’ vagueness to some of the statement’s formulations – eg ‘knowledge of cultures’ – which entails the risk that, if the document is used in a post-TQA QA exercise, ‘many of our constituency may find no mention of their areas of teaching/research in black and white’. She therefore proposes that more detail be given (even at the risk of longwindedness) of what is actually meant: specifics like ‘visual arts, film studies, modern and medieval literature’ would be more useful than the board categories mentioned at present.

Specific comments on the subject benchmark statement

Q5
How well does the statement describe the nature of the subject?

· Introduction: p. 2 § 5: ‘The subject includes the languages of Africa etc’. This suggests that English-as-a-foreign-language is not included (which would correspond to most people’s expectation of the field) – but contrast 2.2: ‘the subject als includes[…] EFL’.
· Defining principles: 1.3: good clear division of field (see Q1). But this section would benefit from a more explicit and more equitable division of the subsequent sections. (A similar specificity would be helpful also in other sections eg 3 & 4.) Thus:
· 1.4 – 1.6 pertain to use of the target language
· 1.7 pertains to explicit knowledge…
· 1.8 pertains to knowledge of the cultures…
· 1.9 pertains to intercultural awareness…
· Nature & extent: 2.2: Problem of inconsistency (see first bullet-point)
· Nature & extent: 2.6: ‘Chinese, Japanese and Arabic, among others’ – why specify some and not all?
· Nature & extent: 2.8: HEIs has not been defined
· Nature & extent: 2.9: ‘outwith’ – suggest replacing with more common usage ‘outside’
· Subject knowledge & understanding 3.2: the second § of this section is particularly good
· Subject knowledge & understanding 3.3: the second § of this section could do with specifying further common areas in LRS degrees; we suggest:
literature (ancient, medieval and modern); critical theory; women’s studies; gender studies; visual and/or performing arts; philosophy, anthropology, area studies

· Subject skills and other skills 4.1 first § both in ( in both; fourth §: A number of…: couldn’t this be strengthened (  ‘many’ or ‘most’?
· Subject skills and other skills 4.2: here add something more on employability
· Subject skills and other skills 4.3: here add something more specific (see above re 3.3.)
· Subject skills and other skills 4.4: this section would benefit from more stress on the proactive use of the skills of understanding and awareness: these skills are, precisely, enabked to become active by the acquidiation of a high level of competence in the language and culture
· Subject skills and other skills 4.5.3: in line with the above point about proactive skills, we suggest that the fourth bullet point be moved up to top place, and the adjective ‘proactive’ added
· Teaching, learning and assessment 5.1: § beginning ‘Language learning…’ the same principles apply also ( cut ‘also’ (redundant)
· Teaching, learning and assessment 5.2.1: fourth bullet point: while aware that LRS students starting a language ab initio may need to read texts in English translation, we suggest this § needs rewording: it is (and has been for many years) the normal practice for MFL students at pre-HE as at HE level to read authentic source texts in the target language. This § regrettably underplays that - thereby underrating the extent to which LRS can be ‘literature plus’ or ‘history plus’ in relation to English or history. Perhaps this could be split into two §s, one stressing the use of source-language texts of all kinds (linking to the breadth of areas studies as ‘RS’), the other showing that the use of translated texts for ab initio or early-stage students may be necessary but tends to be phased out as soon as practical. 
· Teaching, learning and assessment 5.2.2: second bullet point: author ( author and narrator
· Teaching, learning and assessment 5.3: second bullet point: add ‘direct’ before ‘contact’
· Teaching, learning and assessment 5.2.2: second bullet point: author ( author and narrator
· Teaching, learning and assessment 5.4.1: first §: well put
Q6
To what extent are the attributes and capabilities that a graduate in the subject might be expected to demonstrate described adequately and appropriately?

Clear and effective descriptions. Essentially the difference between ‘Threshold’ and ‘Typical’ seems to consist in the addition of ‘critical’, ‘effective’, ‘reasoned’, analytical’, ‘detailed’ etc, plus a more proactive and independent use of the skills acquired at base level in the left-hand column.

Q7
What, if any, aspects of an appropriate statement have been omitted? Please give details.

See points made under Qs 3 & 4 and some of the points in Q5.

Q8
What aspects, if any, of the statement appear to be superfluous? Please give details.

Nothing springs to mind.

Q9
Is the threshold standard for the award in the subject defined suitably? If no, please elaborate.

Yes

Q10
Other comments.

All included under Q5







