Notes from the meeting of the LLAS Subject Centre Literature and Culture SIG

Senate House, University of London

30 November 2007

Present: Jenny Burns (JB), Rhian Davies (RD); Angela Gallagher Brett (AGB); Elwira Grossman (EG), Shoshannah Holdom (SH – Chair), Rachel Palfreyman (RP), Margaret Tejerizo (MTe), Matthew Treherne (MT), Sinead Wall (SW)

Apologies: Alison Dickens, David Frier, Mary Green, Debra Kelly, Diana Holmes

1. Introductions and apologies
Welcome to the new group members, Margaret, Elwira and Matthew.

2. Minutes of the last meeting and matters arising
Future Subject Centre event on International Film.
Action to be carried over: this event will be planned for the next academic year.

MTe highlighted the “Winter Festival” and arts-type conference taking place in Glasgow in November 2008. A mini film festival of the films of Poland, the Czech Republic etc is planned for December 2008. An East European film workshop could perhaps be run adjacent to this.
MTe also noted the recent addition of Latvian and Estonian courses in Glasgow. The tutors on these courses are gradually introducing literature and cultural studies on their courses, and building literature collections in the library.
There are tensions between modern languages and film studies departments about their respective approaches to teaching film. There is an anxiety among modern languages staff who may feel (or be made to feel) slightly amateurish about their approaches to film as narrative. A Subject Centre event on film could usefully address these anxieties. Potential speakers and contacts for film studies include: Erica Carter (Warwick), David Forgash (UCL), Stephen Gundle (Warwick), Jo Evans (UCL), Jo Labanyi

MT mentioned how the recent Leeds workshop on teaching visual arts highlighted what modern languages departments can do with this material that film studies departments can not or will not do. It was noted that there are not many Film Studies departments that actually address non-Anglophone cinema.

It is important for a Subject Centre film event to focus on what is distinctive about the way film is taught in modern languages courses.
EG described an MA taught programme in European cinema, taught by modern languages staff, which takes into account theoretical film and cultural studies approaches.
3. Update on Texts in Translation event

This is taking place in Sheffield on 31st January 2008 (http://www.llas.ac.uk/events/llaseventitem.aspx?resourceid=2836)

A keynote is being sought.
Prof. Peter France has now agreed to speak.

4. Transition into higher education: preliminary findings from Angela Gallagher Brett’s pilot study.
AGB reported on the findings of her pilot study into transition, which drew upon inteviews with a small sample of 6th formers, 1st year undergraduate students and A-level teachers. A number of key areas, listed below, were highlighted and discussed by the group.
I. The changing profile of the modern languages student: there is an increasing number of students from non-humanities backgrounds (i.e. with A-levels in Maths, Physics and French) taking a language at degree level. Consequently, they do not have a “humanities” training, may have different needs for language learning, and may not necessarily have an interest in literature. (Why should there be a greater number of students combining sciences with languages? Are languages perceived as difficult? Do more young people want to live and work abroad? Notably, there are many students studying sciences and German, and that the average student studying German at degree level is not from an humanities background)
II. Clear emphasis on experience of reading shorter texts (newspaper, magazine and online articles). Students have limited experience of literary genre in both 6th form and 1st year undergraduate. There is very little reading of poetry and plays, and almost no experience of reading non-fiction. Both sectors felt most confident about reading textbook articles (6th form) or newspaper articles (undergraduate), and least confident about reading poetry (but it is not known whether they are actually being taught poetry at university or whether this view is based upon reading done in their own time).
III. Students with a non-humanities profile who are studying for a languages degree will have had little experience of critical, discursive essay writing.
IV. Grammar is the biggest linguistic challenge to students. Lack of knowledge of vocabulary and grammar makes tackling longer texts difficult, and that students are put-off by longer texts. A-level teachers were asked about their attitudes to teaching literature: one German teacher said she would love to, but her students felt too nervous, lacking in confidence and unable to cope with reading literature in German. However, a French teacher said her own bad experience of being taught literature had put her off. All teachers said it would be useful to have greater contact with staff in universities to know what is being taught at undergraduate level (and HE lecturers would also benefit from greater contact with A level teachers).
V. A level is an “intellectual leap” from GCSE (yet GCSE languages are perceived as difficult), particularly with the A level focus on current affairs. Students do not necessarily have opinions on current affairs, which makes the content side of the A-level course problematic. It was noted that perhaps it is the “fear” of literature that is pushing content towards current affairs, despite the fact that focusing on current affairs is inappropriate. Perhaps literary study – of texts to which students can really relate – would be more interesting. If the right texts could be found, students would be genuinely engaged.
VI. Anxiety from 6th formers about lack of contact time with tutors at university and large classes (there is a great deal of anxiety about not being able to ask questions, for example), yet one student highlighted how studying languages would put them in small groups for tutorials and conversation classes.
5. Ideas for future event/activity for literature/cultural studies
a. Key areas to be addressed
I. A masterclass on teaching literature: watching an expert in action and learning from his/her practice.

II. A formal network on teaching visual arts and the facility to share resources (online?).
III. Workshop on how to teach cultural studies: introducing students to cultural discourses and emphasising the value of cultural studies.
IV. Event/materials/good practice guides on teaching the “Cinderella” centuries (areas which are under-funded, under-resourced and in decline, e.g. medieval, (Renaissance: for some languages but perhaps not so for Italian), 17th, 18th centuries).
V. Poetry: despite contemporary interest in song lyrics, poetry remains an “unpopular” area. Song, folklore and ballad tradition could be a way into poetry (poetry is the one form of literature that people are most likely to practise.)

VI. Strategies for teaching vocabulary related to literature and culture (this is an area for a potential project: ways of acquiring vocabulary). RP mentioned how glossaries have been created for literature courses in Nottingham and wondered if technology could play a part in developing resources for learning vocabulary. Should students be encouraged to go back to learning lists of vocabulary since in order to enjoy a text, a reader must be familiar with 98% of the vocabulary used?
Action: Subject Centre to investigate the possibility of a project relating to teaching and learning vocabulary, and find contacts within Applied Linguistics who could advise/collaborate.
b. Any issues arising from AHRC review of research in modern languages.
MT noted the issue of research-led teaching: should courses be developed to cater to student demands (service teaching?) or should colleagues focus more on research-led or enquiry-based teaching?
c. English Subject Centre’s funding for start-up literary societies

Information about the English Subject Centre’s funding for literary societies is available here: http://www.english.heacademy.ac.uk/explore/publications/newsletters/newsissue13/backhouse.htm.

Writers-in-residence: Nottingham has a writer-in-residence in German for a number of years; Glasgow has had one within Hispanic Studies. Symposia, workshops, research seminars have been organised at which the writer can present his/her work. Departments can often apply for funds (from, for example, the Goethe Institute) for this kind of activity.

d. Promotional materials development

Employability: the skills gained from reading literature should be emphasised. MTe believes that Russia has great literature to “sell”, which has much to attract students. The sense of achievement felt by students who have successfully tackled a weighty classic novel in a foreign language should also be emphasised.
Action: Subject Centre to investigate possibilities of producing a “Why study literature?” resource pack. This could be done on the back of Routes in Languages.

AGB suggested interviewing final year students or recent graduates to get their views on studying literature and the associated skills gained.

How to “market” courses: the idea of “professional smuggling”: sharing good practice on how to sell “difficult” literature courses to students.
EG suggested learning “outside of the classroom”: students could meet individuals in employment who are actually using their degree knowledge and skills, to see examples of people “carrying out their passions” (e.g. museum curators).

RD asked whether forms of assessing literature courses should be revisited, and described how her film module requires students to submit a portfolio including a diary and a film (which is not assessed, but which students would like to be assessed). A film is something that can be shown to family, friends, employers and a much wider audience.

MT noted that the skills employers really value are what modern languages courses are great at providing: communication, critical analysis, problem solving, team working and so on (which are often rated more highly than language skills). 
The group can be kept in touch with each other via email or the new LLAS discussion forum: http://www.llas.ac.uk/forum/
Date of next meeting

This group meets once a year but can meet biannually if members prefer. This can be discussed in due course.
