French Linguistics in UK Higher Education



Survey  August 2009
Context
This survey was conducted under the aegis of the Association for Professsors and Heads of French (AUPHF) in August 2009 and is indicative rather than comprehensive. The background to it is as follows. Traditionally, French departments have had at least one, rather lone, linguistics specialist.  A suspicion had arisen that, as older professors retired, they were not being replaced by another specialist in linguistics. In order to gauge whether these fears were grounded in reality - and to what extent  -  37 Heads and Professors of French (HPFs) were asked to respond to the following three questions:
1. There is at least one French linguistics specialist in our department.  YES/NO
2. A linguistics specialist has recently retired (in the last 5 years)  YES/NO.  If YES:-
3.  That post was filled by another linguistics specialist   YES/NO

HPFs were also invited to add comments.

Results of the survey
Of the 27 responses from HPFs across the UK, 14 said they did not have a French linguistics specialist. Of the 13 who did have French Linguistics expertise, most had only one member of staff specialising in linguistics –or relied on provision from the linguistics department. In only 3 departments was there more than one French Linguistics expert.
In five departments, a linguistics specialist had retired in the last 5 years and in four of those, the specialist had not been replaced. Two departments mentioned that a French Linguistics specialist was due to retire in 2010.
HPFs made some very interesting and heartfelt comments, stressing for example that it was very unlikely that they would have the opportunity to replace retiring staff  in the next few  years, in linguistics or any other area. One  commented that expertise in French Linguistics had been lost in a restructuring exercise in 2000 and that post/expertise was never replaced.  Some said that they did not have a French department as such.  Three respondents claimed that one of the difficulties in appointing to French Linguistics has been that there is a very small pool of candidates, many from outside the UK and the quality of applicants from outwith linguistics had been more convincing. On the other hand, one department currently has 3 PhD students in French Linguistics who will be very good candidates for such posts.
Though there are one or two departments in which French Linguistics is evidently flourishing, 48% do not have a French linguistics specialist. Some draw on expertise from the English/Linguistics department (without a specific focus on French). One said that though the university had a linguistics department, it was part of the School of Communication in the Faculty of Social Sciences on a different campus and with an emphasis on communication rather than on foreign languages.

Many regretted the fact that they had little provision in linguistics as such courses were popular with students.

In conclusion. though UK HE Research in French Linguistics was given a resounding endorsement in the Report on RAE2008, particularly with respect to sociolinguistics, historical linguistics, second language acquisition, pragmatics and semantics, and with a mention of the growth in MAs in Translation, undergraduate provision in French Linguistics across universities is patchy, with a few pockets of excellence and much pessimism about the possibility of renewal. It is vital to maintain this important aspect of French Studies.
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