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1.
 Introduction
We were grateful to have received the support of the English Subject Centre to undertake this research project at the University of Brighton. The project explored conceptualisations of English, and of English learning and teaching, held by staff and students at the University, within the context of plans to integrate the delivery of English across three Schools at the University. This particular transitional moment in the history of English at Brighton provides a rare opportunity to explore ways in which the subject is understood, delivered, and ‘owned’ by students and staff here. We see the project as contributing directly to the development of English at our institution, and indirectly to the knowledge and development of English across the sector. 

We draw on a long history of reconceptualising and reviewing English in the sector, including discussions and debates facilitated by organisations such as the Council for College and University English, and the HEA English Subject Centre.  We also utilise the newly developed theories of ‘threshold concepts’ – particular and essential concepts in each discipline which require students to make a ‘learning leap’, to develop new ways of seeing (e.g. Meyer and Land, 2006).   

This report describes our experience of undertaking the project along with some of the project’s  key  findings. We hope this work will inspire and inform those planning similar developments and curricula changes,  whether integrating the delivery of English across various departments and sites, building new English degrees from scratch, reshaping the English curriculum, or investigating the discipline identity of English within their own institution.

Background and context

‘English’ has historically been both problematised and differently developed across the sector following reconceptualisation in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and latterly with the benchmarking statements and the work of the English Subject Centre. It comprises a number of linked-but-separate strands, including English Language, English Studies, English Literature or Literature in English, and Creative Writing. Consequently, the learning and teaching of ‘English’ often cuts across many academic subject areas and departments, perhaps with little communication between them at an institutional and wider level (save the work of professional bodies such as the English Association and the English Subject Centre). 

As a subject, English is differently configured in different universities. For example, traditional English Literature courses can focus on historical periods (e.g. modernism, the nineteenth century), location or cultural context (e.g. Welsh writing since 1945, the migrant voice), theme and genre studies (e.g. the Gothic, epic poetry, crime fictions) or critical approaches and inflections ( e.g. gender and writing). More recently, these have been augmented by courses focusing on developing reading and writing skills, including courses on ways of reading and courses on creative and other forms of writing. Despite various crises such as’ the death of the novel’ in English Literature in the late 1970s, English has continued to flourish and renew itself. Recent redevelopments at the University of Brighton are a case in point of the reinvigoration and popularity of English Literature. 

The flavour of English Literature at Brighton is strongly influenced by its historical development within the School of Education (Jacobs, 2006). English Literature teaching was originally established at Brighton within the BA with Qualified Teacher Status. Since then, School of Education staff have developed modules matching their areas of reputation and expertise, including those on narrative, drama, Shakespeare, poetry, literature and childhood, and the literature of the Holocaust. From this strong base, two joint honours undergraduate courses were created in 2002 and 2004, linking English Literature with English Language and with Sociology. A third joint degree – BA (Hons) English and Education, began in October 2007.

In a wider sense, ‘English’ at the University of Brighton is taught by at least four separate Schools (Languages, Education, Social Sciences, Historical and Critical Studies) and is delivered within joint honours courses such as BA (Hons) English and Education; BA (Hons) English Language and English Literature; BA (Hons) English Language and Linguistics; BA (Hons) English Language and Media; BA (Hons) English and Sociology; and, in the School of Historical and Critical Studies (SHACS), BA (Hons) Cultural and Historical Studies, BA (Hons) Humanities, MA Histories and Cultures and within the framework of the MA Cultural and Critical Theory
. There are at least 25 members of staff teaching English at the University of Brighton. Different aspects and versions of the discipline are taught within the learning context of, and in relation to the concerns of, the host School and the disciplines with which English is often coupled i.e. Education, Languages, Social Sciences, Historical and Critical Studies. Particular expertise/provision in literature exists in the areas of:

· Children’s literature / literature in education

· Contemporary fiction

· Creative writing in society

· Drama / drama in education

· Early modern feminist writings

· Feminist theory and women’s writing
· Critical theory
· Holocaust literature

· Intercultural studies
· Cultural politics
· Literature of the 1640s and 1650s

· Modernist and post-modernist literature

· Narrative

· Popular culture
· Literatures in cultural and historical context
· Post-colonial literature

· Transition to HE literary study

· Travel literature

· Victorian literature and culture

A Steering Group was set up in October 2006 to guide and inform the strategic development of English at the University. The Group is progressing plans to integrate the delivery of English across three of the four Schools (Languages, Education, Social Sciences) where the subject is currently taught
. These plans are based on belief in the benefits of (a) a clear identity for English at Brighton; (b) more coherent course structures for English; and (c) a strong community of students and staff sharing and developing understandings about the nature of the subject, its epistemology, its threshold concepts, its worldviews and its practice. Those present at the first meeting of the English Steering Group concluded they “would like the university vision for English to be distinctive, with a coherent theme that will attract students, building on the university’s current strengths in the subject and the current market for English courses” (UoB English Steering Group, 2006). Whilst undergraduate courses are the main priority, the Group also stated an intention to investigate the potential for postgraduate degrees, opportunities for the professional development of staff, and ways of strengthening the English research culture at Brighton.

Progress on this ‘vision’ over the past year and a half has included: efforts to develop the English ‘culture’ via social events for English students and staff and the formation of a Literary Society; the rewriting of all three literature routes in the three courses to ensure each route is distinctive whilst retaining common elements; the agreement at senior management levels that the School of Languages will lead on the development of English at Brighton, with the School of Education continuing to strengthen its expertise in children’s literature and in English pedagogy (Laing, 2006); the renaming of the School of Languages as the School of Language, Literature and Communication; and the appointment of a new Professor of English Literature within the aforementioned School. The professor has been appointed and is leading developments in the subject including work towards an MA and the building of a more robust research culture. Additionally, commitment to the subject by senior management has remained strong and two new lectureships have also been created and appointed with the lecturers taking up post in Autumn 2008.
2.
Findings from the literature

Note: This section refers mainly to English Literature

How is English conceived as a discipline?  According to Eaglestone (2000a: 3) English has become “much more wide-ranging and exciting” since the 1980s, due to the introduction of literary theory, which has gone from being a “subject of debate” to a “central part of English as a university subject” (Hopkins, 2001: 1). The QAA’s current English benchmark statement suggests that today’s English involves not only the study of the “form, structure and rhetoric of texts,” but also “their social provenance, the cultures of which they are a part and in which they intervene, and their treatment of ideas and material shared with other subject areas” (QAA, 2007: 1).  The discipline “embraces diverse modes of communication, oral, written and mixed, and their distinctive levels of phonology, grammar, lexis, semantics and pragmatics” (ibid).

The benchmark statement refrains from trying to set prescriptive limits on what constitutes English, arguing that “The breadth of English means that any attempts at prescription should be avoided” (QAA, 2007: 2).  A recent survey of the English curriculum by the English Subject Centre (2003) found evidence of the diversification of the subject since previous research in 1997, with more language teaching and an increase in creative writing courses in particular. However, there was also evidence that a core curriculum (e.g. Shakespeare) was being maintained. A survey conducted by Cartmell and North in 1993, and reported in 2000, reports that heads of English departments believed English would become more diversified in the future, for example incorporating subjects such as media and cultural studies. The survey also found general opposition to a core curriculum amongst heads of English (Cartmell and North, 2000).

A number of researchers have raised potential problems with the increasing breadth and plurality of English.  Cartmell and North (2000) argue that “the very fact that so many English departments are in the process of restructuring their curricula may itself suggest a neurosis about what constitutes ‘standards’.”  Dentith and Ellis (2000: 4) consider the impact of diversification on the public understanding of English, and suggest that English educators “have often failed, as a profession, to develop a publicly defensible rationale or justification for what we do, now that we have so thoroughly debunked the old Arnoldian and Leavisian underpinnings that sustained the critical enterprise in Universities for much of the twentieth century”.  Similarly Childs (2005: 33) talks about the “importance of English developing a better narrative about itself”, and, Eaglestone (2000b: 7) draws attention to the “inherent conflict and incommensurability between many of the different strands that make up English” and argues that “there is no ‘metalanguage’ of criticism, no one strand that explains and justifies all the other strands”.

Considering whether this “lack of a core” is important, however, Eaglestone (2000b: 7) argues that, although “[i]t’s certainly hard to write critical guides or create benchmarks or develop A-level curricula for a discipline that isn’t a discipline”, we should not worry about the way that “English has become so plural, so ‘undisciplinary’”.  Eaglestone compares English to a thread made up of many overlapping fibres: “Being made of different fibres may make it hard – or impossible – to write critical guides for the whole subject, but it does make it a much stronger subject, institutionally speaking, not least because it makes it more open to change.” (p. 8). He predicts that there will be more and more strands in future – for instance creative writing – and warns that “[w]here a discipline is too constricted, it dies…” (p. 8). 
Interdisciplinarity.  English is often taught in combination with other subjects, and with a widely varied curriculum. An English Subject Centre Survey found that, as well as commonly offering joint honours courses, many universities offered opportunities for interdisciplinary work within single honours courses, most commonly with history or “media/film/television” (English Subject Centre, 2003: 53). 
Exploring the factors underlying this pattern, Eaglestone (2000a: 126) suggests that the lack of a “fixed core to the subject,” and the fact that English “is very closely linked to people’s ideas about the world and is used and changes accordingly”, may help to explain why it is “perhaps the most diffuse and interwoven and has the fuzziest edges” of all the subjects we study.  In addition English can “cast light on many other disciplines,” of which Eaglestone highlights history as perhaps the clearest example. 

Threshold concepts.  The theorising of threshold concepts by Meyer and Land (2003, 2006, 2008) offers a new opportunity to explore the epistemological and ontological notions and understandings which inform English as a subject and the practice of English in universities. Meyer and Land explain threshold concepts as critical points when students make ‘learning leaps’, when they move their work beyond descriptive fact-finding, to conceptual levels of understanding.  These ‘aha’ moments, or ‘new ways of seeing’, represent ‘leaps of faith’ beyond their comfort zones when students acquire new ways of seeing the subject and their own work.  Thus, they experience conceptual paradigm shifts regarding their studies and themselves. Meyer and Land identify core learning outcomes with examples from pure maths (complex numbers; limits); literary studies (signification); and economics (opportunity cost). Their evidence shows that a threshold concept will be:

· ‘transformative’ – leading to significant, and probably irreversible, shifts in perception; 

· ‘integrative’ – exposing previously hidden interrelatedness of something; 

· ‘bounded’ – bordering into new conceptual areas;

· ‘troublesome’ – conceptually difficult, counter-intuitive or alien.

Students passing through the ‘portal’ opened by a threshold concept experience change in their use of symbolic language, understanding of their discipline and conceptual appreciation of research issues. Threshold crossing also involves a state of liminality, whereby students ‘strip away’ the old and pass into the new. However, they may be stuck in this liminal state between older understandings and new appreciation of concepts (Land et al, 2005). Here, ‘mimicry’ may be employed as if they have elevated status within their discipline community (Meyer and Land, 2005). The mimicry displayed when passing through a conceptual threshold is distinguishable from ritualised ‘parrot fashion’ learning. Thus, liminality is when students are on the threshold of deeper conceptual understandings, but often find they are becoming frustrated, losing confidence or dropping out (Land et al, 2005; Trafford 2008). 

Identifying common threshold concepts in English, we hope, will help to reveal the shape of this “fuzzy”, “undisciplinary” subject.  A number of likely candidates for such concepts can be picked out from the literature.  Eaglestone (2000a: 22) identifies the issue of interpretation as a “crucial” concept for English students to grasp: English “involves understanding how different ways of interpretation work … [M]any critics and educators say that this sort of questioning and reading from other perspectives is central to doing English.”  Hopkins (2001: 2) suggests that students coming to study English at university may not be very well prepared for this type of work: although they may be “very skilled at reading texts”, “they are not necessarily equipped to read the variety and rapid sequence of texts with which degree courses present them”; and “theory is something which is completely new at university”. Similarly, respondents to the English Subject Centre (2003) survey were highly satisfied with the knowledge students acquired under the heading ‘subject content and range,’ but relatively dissatisfied with ‘theoretical approaches to literature’ and ‘close reading’ (although levels of satisfaction were high across the board).

Representation is another essential threshold concept in arts and humanities subjects. In English Literature, students must grasp that elements in a text represent an argument, ideology, world view and that they function symbolically, metaphorically, in excess of their mimetic qualities.  Another such threshold concept recognises the importance of contextual (cultural, historical, etc) inflections and interpretations while another could be said to focus on the structurally related choices of language to produce an aesthetic construct which enables aesthetic pleasure to effect through its relationship between items (words, symbols, images, metre, rhyme, tense and so on) and where appropriate the conveying of emotion, feelings, meaning, message. All of these kinds of statements have been highly contested over the years in different schools of criticism and different reading practices. But they are nonetheless now part of the QAA benchmark statements and are variously interpreted through and incorporated in the construction of the English curriculum in the sector and its pre entry courses – A’ levels, Access, Baccalaureate and so on.   
Recent research into the identifying, achieving and articulating of threshold concepts in doctoral studies in literature and art, in a study conducted by Wisker and Robinson
 suggest students and staff are aware of threshold concepts of representation or signification, context whether historical or cultural , and the engagement of textual formal elements  as vehicle for expression. 
A debate about the focus of English seems to be perpetual and it would be useful to think what students might be expected to know, to do and to believe in their studies i.e. to map the varieties of English onto the three established (although contested) domains of learning: cognitive, affective and psychomotor. 

3. The research project

Specific aims of the project were to:

· Explore understandings of staff and students at the University of Brighton of  what constitutes English as a discipline, its epistemology and learning and teaching practices;

· Encourage cohesion and coherence between different iterations and conceptualisations of English at Brighton;

· Develop and share understandings and strategies of threshold concepts in the discipline, between students and staff at Brighton;

· Document the development of the emerging coherent course presentation and discipline identity of English at Brighton, exploring how such a development problematises and addresses constructions of the discipline, its worldview and pedagogy,  putting into action resultant learning, teaching and assessment practices;

· Map the institutional and disciplinary traditions and circumstances which have led to the current state of English at Brighton and whether they constitute opportunities for or barriers to change;

· Provide insights and learning for English staff at other institutions, regarding integrating the delivery of English across various departments and sites, building new English degrees from scratch, reshaping the English curriculum, or investigating the discipline identity of English within their own institution.

We started the project in January 2007, undertaking a literature review before moving onto empirical research. We had initially hoped to use a multi-method approach:

· Inviting English lecturers to keep journals which explored their conceptualisations of the subject, the understandings of English embedded in their courses and Schools, the learning and teaching practices they use and their fit to the subject, and their view of the main threshold concepts in their subject and course;

· Conducting semi-structured open ended individual interviews with English lecturers in order to clarify and further explore the reflections documented in their journals, and to gather background information such as their academic career pathways and disciplinary locations, affiliations and identity. We also wanted to seek their views on and ideas for the closer integration of English at the university;

· Holding semi-structured, open ended focus groups with a selection of students on each course in order to examine their conceptualisations of English, why they chose their particular course and School above other English courses at the university and elsewhere, their recognition and understanding of threshold concepts in their subject and course, their views on the integration of English at the university and ideas for closer integration of English at the university. 

In practice, lecturers were too busy to keep journals although they were willing to in principle. We invited them to email us their responses to a number of prompts instead e.g. ‘how do you define English’; ‘Tell us about your academic background’. Three lecturers did respond in this way – two replies were very brief and one was longer and more considered. We concluded that adding to lecturers’ daily workload by asking them to keep a journal or to respond to regular emails wasn’t desirable or effective, so we abandoned the idea and proceeded with the interviews, which they could more easily make time for and which enabled a lively dialogue to ensue.  However, the three emailed responses did feed into the development of the project. 
We interviewed eleven members of staff, of whom four were from the School of Education, four from the School of Languages, two from the School of Historical and Critical Studies, and one was involved with a new joint honours English programme at University Centre, Hastings. 

We also conducted two focus groups with English students. Seven students participated in the first group, of whom three were enrolled on the Sociology and English BA, and four on the English Language and English Literature BA. Six students in this first group were third-year students and one student was in their second year. The second focus group involved two students, both of whom were in their second year on the English and Sociology BA. (As the students we interviewed represented a very small minority of students doing English at Brighton, we are treating our findings as merely indicative of the thoughts and feelings of some English students and not representative of the whole student body. We would advise anyone wanting to undertake a similar project to involve a larger number of students, perhaps gaining their views via a qualitative  survey).
We analysed this information by drawing out key themes that were emphasised or appeared repetitively in the interviews and focus groups, drawing on our knowledge of the development of English nationally and at Brighton, and making particular use of our framework of threshold concepts as a way of understanding how English is conceived.

4. Findings from research with staff 

Definitions of English

We began by asking lecturers to outline their definition of English and to explain their sense of where the boundaries of English lay. We discovered that lecturers by and large share a broad definition of English, an English with very permeable boundaries. Interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary ways of thinking about English are common e.g.

“I’m not a great respecter of discipline boundaries. I think they are there to be broken down” (Lecturer 3)

“I don’t really see boundaries as, I can’t imagine saying oh no, I wouldn’t be interested in looking at that or no, I wouldn’t be interested in looking at that text or looking at those ideas, those concepts... I am quite wary of people saying that we, about boundaries…” (Lecturer 9)

“My area of research is [an area of] literature… and it fits in lots of different areas, sometimes its part of Cultural Studies, Media Studies. It has had a place in Education for a long time, and now it is also in English Studies…” (Lecturer 2)
Some lecturers expressed excitement at the possibilities for developing teaching and research relationships with colleagues in other Schools and discipline areas and developing new approaches to the study of ’English’. For example, one lecturer sees potential for exploring the connections between English and science, though they also identify constraints:

“I would love to have something on English [specialism] and science but I think that is going to be much more difficult because I think, put it this way I wouldn’t have seen the connection as an 18 year old. You come up through a system that blocks stuff… but in my heart I’m about breaking down barriers” (Lecturer 3)

Although they themselves adopt an interdisciplinary mindset, lecturers who teach English in Education state that inescapable boundaries exist around their courses because of the requirements of external agencies and strategies such as Ofsted guidelines and the National Curriculum, and the need for standardisation in the training of English teachers:

“… students have to have comparable experiences [across institutions] and of course they’re also having to meet the standards of QTS. So we do have certain things that we absolutely have to make sure they know about and what we try to do is make sure that they look at things from a critical perspective and an informed perspective, so that they are able to meet the requirements that are expected of them but to be creative, imaginative teachers of English and not just robots…” (Lecturer 10).

One lecturer implied that having too broad a definition of English sometimes causes problems by introducing conflicting and competing ideas and interests:


“… there are lots of sort of subjects dancing round the edge of English, which 
maybe causes more trouble because it’s, it’s quite difficult to get people 
working in harmony together with the same vision and in fact I don’t think 
people have the same vision in our department, but at the moment things 
are… I think things are going quite smoothly but people definitely have 
different interests in what they would perceive as English” (Lecturer 1).

However, the majority of lecturers we spoke to in the Schools of Languages and Education do conceptualise English as being, in essence, a focus on the study of texts  – written and otherwise – and on the study of language, with both text and language seen as socially located e.g.

“… it’s about language as a social process…language acquisition, the process of becoming interactive and the importance of... [students making] connections between themselves as languages users, readers, writers and speakers…” (Lecturer 10)

“I think there is a very broad discipline covering kind of conventional literary texts, popular texts, film, different kinds of narrative, visual narratives as well as textual narrative and focussing on intellectual, analytical and skills development… as well as different cultures using English for writing for just different purposes” (Lecturer 5)

Lecturers in the School of Historical and Critical Studies broadly share this definition of English, although they do not view or teach ‘English’ as a discrete discipline. ‘English’ plays a part on two degrees in the School, and the study of literary and other texts is a core element, but courses are run in an interdisciplinary way. Interdisciplinarity is seen to offer greater possibilities for studying texts:

“I find working in an interdisciplinary way incredibly energising and interesting… it opens up so many new doors and you can see things in different kinds of ways so I don’t kind of miss working in a single discipline environment… “(Lecturer 8)
 Threshold concepts

We asked lecturers if they knew what was meant by threshold concepts – a few had come across the term already – and explained our view of them as “key concepts which must be recognised, achieved, owned and put into practice by students in order to progress in the subject and on their course; places where ‘learning leaps’ take place, or where the ‘penny drops’; ideas which change the way students look at the subject and inform their reading and work afterwards.”  The idea seemed to chime with their experiences and to be thought-provoking:
“It's not a concept itself that I have thought of directly but when you put it to me like that it really did set me thinking about the key moment or the key ideas.” (Lecturer 8)
Lecturers went on to identify a range of threshold concepts within English – whether English was seen in a disciplinary or interdisciplinary way. These include:


· The social context and construction of texts and language 

· Intertextuality

· The reading process and critical literacy

· Representation and signification

· Ideology

· Enquiry and research; the engaged learner

We gathered particularly rich data on this area of the research. Many of the lecturers we spoke to spent considerable time explaining the multiple threshold concepts on their courses. Some example quotations:

“…what is a text and what is a context and how they relate to each other… seeing text as three dimensional in context...” (Lecturer 5)

“A lot of talk on social construction so my methodology is they’re bringing their meanings, I’ve got mine, we have a book, how do we negotiate?” (Lecturer 2)

“…we deal with the concept of Intertextuality, which is a good bog standard concept that students at university would study…” (Lecturer 7)

“…I think there’s a real threshold moment when students are introduced to theories of language, particularly the structure in theories of language, which opens up a gap between language and the world and the idea that actually language is the way in which we construct the world and bring the world, and its being rather than just simply reflecting a world…” (Lecturer 8)

“…they have to get to grips with the theory of ideology because it’s the absolutely core concept that helps them theorise the relationship between literature and society…” (Lecturer 11)

“…you’ve got to get the excitement, you’ve got to get the sense of discovery… Enquiry is an absolutely key concept I think, enquiry, discovery. If you don’t get that what is the point? There is no point, you might as well do something else” (Lecturer 3)

“…[students] seeing themselves as a learner. I think that ability to make links between the different core paths of study is really important and being able to say well what I’m doing on this module somehow relates to another module…” (Lecturer 9)

“… language is central to identity and culture…because language is so tied up with making sense of life and making sense of experience then they need to understand the diversity of human experience ” (Lecturer 10)

A few lecturers spoke of witnessing the ‘aha’ moment, when students grasp key concepts e.g.

“…critical literacy in the way they’re suddenly able to read, read, read everything because they’re able to read one text… I remember once hearing a student say, she says, she said it to a friend of hers, she said “It’s really funny, I watch TV in a different way now”” (Lecturer 6)
However, the majority of lHHowevHowecturers discussed the problems students had with grasping these threshold concepts, and especially in making the transition from A-level to university-level conceptualisation e.g.

“…seeing how social processes relate to texts both internally and externally… that is the hardest thing that I find to get students to grasp, to cross that threshold, not just that its something you read in a classroom ” (Lecturer 5)

“…what they tended to focus on was what they’d done at A-level... So they tended to tell me what Joseph Conrad or, you know, Dan Brown did… What they didn’t do was engage with the conceptual landscape i.e. the concept of intertextuality ” (Lecturer 7)

“…you still get the students coming from, from A level here who have this model of meaning being inside texts as a kind of stable entity but we just need to extract it.” (Lecturer 6)

One lecturer suggested that the introduction of tuition fees has led students to take a consumerist view of higher education, where the learning of ‘information’ is seen as more important than deeper, conceptual level learning:

“I’m not sure that the nature of a student… these days actually works and thrives towards the penny dropping. Sorry to be so negative and cynical about it, but I think they see university much more as you know, we’re here to provide a service …” (Lecturer 4)
Some of the lecturers, particularly those based in the School of Education, outlined the learning and teaching strategies they adopted in order to help students to grasp and overcome threshold concepts. For example, they spoke about spending time on particular concepts to make sure students absolutely understand and internalise them rather than just giving students easy answers for assessment purposes.  They also spoke about the necessity of making links between the years of study in a particular course to ensure threshold concepts were firmly embedded:

“… one of the things I would hope to get out of, you know, the continuing work of the English group is work on the threshold levels within literature teaching. I’d like to do much more on that, because it’s one of the concerns I had… there’s quite a jump between 2nd and 3rd year here and I’m not sure I’ve completely, completely got the thresholds right… it’ll be useful across a four year or three year degree to look at the conceptual landscape related to thresholds…”  (Lecturer 7)

Strengths and weaknesses of English at Brighton
The lecturers we interviewed praised the diverse and interdisciplinary nature of English at Brighton, and noted the enthusiasm of their colleagues and of students e.g.
“I think we have some very talented and inspiring lecturers and that the students that do English… really are interested in words and really studying in depth English in all its many guises…” (Lecturer 9)

“The strengths are that the team… come from diverse backgrounds, so we bring in different interests and enthusiasms with us to what we teach… people are enthusiastic and motivated” (Lecturer 1).

“… the word passion often comes up… and students use it, they say X was passionate,… there is a real sense of passion and involvement in understanding the text and amplifying that and I think that’s a strength… I think a potential strength is [also] the multidisciplinary crossovers” (Lecturer 3)

Some lecturers also feel that the fact that English originated within the School of Education at Brighton is a strength, as this has led to pedagogically sound and innovative practices e.g.

“I think the strengths are in the variety of assessment… a lot of that has come from the fact that they are linked to the School of Education which is trying to be innovative in their assessment… Different assessments play to different strengths of students, to focus more on transferable skills” (Lecturer 5)

“I’m conscious of pedagogy when I’m teaching literature. So in a way I try to make the teaching as good as possible because I come from a teaching background and I think that’s the plus of having Education people teach literature, hopefully it’s more interesting and not just some boring old fart standing up there and talking all the time. I try to make it interactive and I’m conscious of their learning outcomes” (Lecturer 7)
“…we’ve historically had a very good strong team of people who are very good at teaching, teaching trainee teachers how to teach Literature and at both primary and secondary level... and putting the students first…other schools can look a bit patronisingly on the School of Education, you know, all we do is teach people how to teach, you know, we’re not proper, not proper university teachers…the irony is that we’re the good teachers, we’re the people who the students like and respect ” (Lecturer 6)

However, most of the lecturers reported or implied a lack of communication between the various Schools which run English courses, and between the lecturers involved in teaching English. They would like more information about what their colleagues based in other Schools are teaching and researching, and are keen to discuss how English staff can collaborate. At its worst, this lack of communication has led to some lecturers feeling marginalized and excluded from the recent plans for the development of English at Brighton, including this research project, and to students feeling confused and frustrated about the relationship between the subjects in their joint degrees (see below for students’ comments). Cross/multi/interdisciplinary working is a potential strength for English in the three Schools at Falmer, but is currently also an area of weakness. For example, lecturers said:

“I think the weaknesses are we stay inside our little boxes. I think perhaps sometimes there is a lack of confidence within those boxes to say I can’t go outside the box because it might be worrying… I think not communicating” (Lecturer 3)

“I’m interested to know what my colleagues are doing… I know what my 
colleagues are doing in terms of [School] but I am not quite sure what 
everybody’s doing in how they teach literature… particularly things like what 
literary theories, people who use it. Do we have literary theories that we use 
in common?...” (Lecturer 2)
As well as better communication between staff at Falmer, several lecturers would like to forge closer teaching and research links between Falmer-based English staff and staff from the School of Historical and Critical Studies – whose expertise is focused on the relationships between different discipline areas in the humanities – whilst maintaining the separate priorities and identities of the two areas e.g. 


 “there are huge sort of obstacles that would have to be, you know, jumped, 
hoops… I think as a concept it sounds wonderful but whether that could be 
realised I have no idea” (Lecturer 4)


“…when I went up [to Falmer] last year it was in the spirit of seeing what 

could be developed really, you know, whether links could be forged and I still 
think there really are possibilities and we should have more contact really. I 
think a lot of the reason that we don’t is purely physical, practical, kind of 
distance” (Lecturer 8)
Some of the lecturers at Falmer also felt there was a downside to English having its roots in the School of Education, namely that research has not traditionally been emphasised.   They would like English at Brighton to have a stronger research-base, with more time for lecturers to develop their own research, individually and collectively. Comments included:


“A weakness would be the research background which is not embedded at 
the moment and, although people are willing, they’re not able to get involved 
in a major, for example, bid for funds… people are having to cope with 
delivering a new subject to very large groups of students… and that’s taken 
up most of peoples’ times … I think in the next five years more and more 
people will, you know, be successful in their research applications, but at the 
moment it’s a weak base…” (Lecturer 1)


“Research, ha!... [we] have such high teaching workload that we have very, 
very limited opportunity to research, really limited… I have never seemed to 
have time for research since I’ve been here and that’s pretty typical… a bone 
of contention” (Lecturer 10)


“…we haven’t got an active research culture in the sense that we haven’t got 
an MA programme and the students often want it too actually, the best 
students, who really enjoy themselves here, say “Why can’t we do an MA in 
English Literature here?”…” (Lecturer 6)

There is the potential for enriching the development of English at Falmer through closer contact with the strong research culture at SHACS e.g. staff research on literatures and the well-established MA programme.
However, one lecturer identified a benefit of not having a strong research culture here:
 “There is less competition between us on keeping our cards close to our chests so its more collegiate and I think it may be different, I may be totally wrong, but I have a feeling that in other areas, not just here, I mean generally because of the RAE and the need to publish that some people may be working more on their own and it’s less collegiate for those” (Lecturer 2)

Another lecturer suggested that the relationship between research and good teaching isn’t always straightforward, and urged that the research culture should not be developed at the expense of teaching:


“I do not believe that good teaching in a university like this is standing up and 
saying “This is my expertise, take it or leave it.” I think one’s looking for 
something much more student centred and much more intimate and, which is 
why I say there’s sometimes a contradiction for the students between the way 
they’re taught on other subjects” (Lecturer 6)

The coupling of English with other disciplines in joint degrees was identified as a strength at Brighton, although the current organisation and delivery of joint degrees at Falmer was seen as a weakness by some lecturers, a view echoed by the students we spoke to (see below):

“some of the fact that English is always with half another subject is a good 
thing because it gets synergies from those other subjects… actually it is going 
to give English a particular strength here because it is always in dialogue with 
those other subjects and I think that relates to the development” (Lecturer 5) 

“I think the downside is that the students often don’t see a great deal of connectiveness between the subjects they’re doing English with…  I think they get a sense that it’s almost a different kind of protocols existing, different approaches to the nature of higher educational study…” (Lecturer 6).

One lecturer felt that student engagement would be boosted if English at Brighton developed a more coherent identity:


“[weaknesses] … I suppose it’s the identity of the English course I guess. It 
seems that maybe if the English course had a specific identity that the 
students would be able to develop their identity and their belonging to the 
university and a specific course as well. I think that would improve things. …” 

(Lecturer 9)
The future for English at Brighton
We asked lecturers how they saw the future of English at Brighton.  There was a notable lack of agreement and confusion about future plans, probably based on the current volatile situation with regards to its location both in terms of school and of campus.  A small minority of lecturers expressed desire for a single base or department for English, particularly for English Literature. But other lecturers’ opinions were divergent:

“I don’t know… I can’t quite envisage how it’s going to look and I will be 
interested to see” (Lecturer 2)


“I don’t see a need for change, cos I think people are working flat out to do 
the best they can in terms of delivering the subject to the students… [but] I 
hope it can only go from strength to strength, especially if it is underpinned 
with a research base actually and links with other schools… so it’s positive I 
think. So positive picture but a newly, newly emerging picture, put it like that” 
(Lecturer 1)


“It is a little bit unclear to me... how exactly moving [English Literature] to 
Language is going to affect it positively or negatively because most of the 
people who teach on it don’t actually live in the School of Languages so 
there’s kind of strange things going on there that might be completely obvious 
to everyone else but I just can’t see it at the moment” (Lecturer 5)


“ … I personally would prefer English to, English Literature to have been 
placed in Education, if you like to remain in Education and those strengths to 
be built up here… I’m concerned a little about the expertise to teach English 
over in the School of Languages. It will also perhaps change the nature of it 
because at the moment English Literature is taught here, and particularly by 
[name], there’s a strong emphasis on pedagogy…” (Lecturer 7)

The lecturers we spoke to from the School of Historical and Critical Studies have been concerned in the past to preserve their interdisciplinary way of working and links with colleagues in Art and Design History and Visual Culture.  But, despite uncertainty surrounding the future of English elsewhere in the university, they were keen to discuss ways in which they could work with the other Schools more:
we’re not entirely sure what this means or what the structural relationships might be possible or how, how the university is configuring humanities provision in the wider sense… we’re aware that developments are going on like the project you’re involved with around the kind of construction of a kind of more integrated English project and there are some shifts as I understand it in the 
School of Languages… I certainly feel and I’m sure that colleagues here would feel that we’d, we would remain open to discussing and we’d like to retain an active interest and be informed about and participate in as far as we have the time to do, given that everybody’s so stretched for time these days, but to be aware of what’s going on and to have scholarly relationships…” (Lecturer 11)

5.
Findings from research with students

As stated earlier, ten English students based at Falmer participated in the research, taking part in two focus groups. 
(Note: we have not labelled individual students in our transcriptions. However, we’ve carefully selected the quotes below to ensure they represent the voices and thoughts of all the students taking part in the study).

Students told us that they mostly enjoy their English courses and are pleased they chose to study English at Brighton. Reasons they enjoy studying English include: the development of critical reading skills; the opportunity for personal engagement and creativity; and the opportunity to read and learn about diverse social and personal experiences e.g.
“I like it because you might not like the subject matter or something, but English teaches you to look at things not just in terms of what interests you but what’s clever or what’s good… and it increases your ability to enjoy things that you might not enjoy like films that you see are good and well done but they might not be what you normally enjoy” (Student, Group 1)

“I think it also helps you, well it helps me in real life to sort of interpret 
situations and interpret things because when you read a book rather than 
just… before I started the degree I’d read a book and go, “That’s a nice book”. 
But now I kind of look in between lines and think about it, and I do that more 
with situations in real life.” (Student, Group 1)

“I think with English you can be so much more creative… you can put in your 
own original kind of answer and [in] a lot of other subjects it’s really limited 
and you can’t do that… Whereas in Sociology it tends to be much more fixed, 
like these are the, or this is the theory…” (Student, Group 2)


“The thing I like it just talks about lots of different people’s experiences and 
you can find out things about kind of a wide variety of people… like more 
personal insight into what people want to say and how they want to express 
themselves…” (Student, Group 2)

They see it as a subject which engages them emotionally and individually as well as intellectually and critically. However, students find the relationship between the two separate subjects on their joint degrees difficult and confusing, in both epistemological and practical terms. Students on the joint English and Sociology BA were particularly aware of, and uncomfortable with, the different pedagogic cultures of Sociology and English. They reported that English teaching had a more ‘touchy feely’ approach, while Sociology teaching was more formal:


“…English is [about] my open feeling and interpretation and like with seminars 
you just… [They] always encourage us to write and form our own ideas and 
bring in our interpretations… [whilst in Sociology] it’s much more kind of a 
lecture “Sit down and listen while we tell you the theory”, like and you go off 
and read about it kind of thing” (Student, Group 2)

Students also commented on the organisational difficulties of doing a combined English and Sociology degree course. They perceive a lack of communication and coherence between staff and systems on each side, and say this leads to them feeling overwhelmed and stressed. For example, they feel that essay deadlines from English and Sociology are often too close too each other and not well coordinated. 

Other comments students made about their courses included: they would prefer “less modules but you went more into detail”; they’d prefer to read less books but in more depth (as at A-level), and to read books that they’ve chosen themselves. For example:

“All the texts that we’ve studied are chosen by the lecturers as in if they don’t 
like a text they won’t do it… but like if you say ‘I don’t wanna do this text’, like, 
and the whole class said, ‘We really don’t wanna do that, could we please do 
two weeks on this one and can we cut out this one?’ you know. ‘No, it’s in my 
plan’, do you know what I mean? ‘I’ve accounted for it’. It’s like, the whole 
class doesn’t want to do this…” (Student, Group 1)


“I kind of wish we did like two texts in a semester and really went in-depth… 
rather than doing like ten books and not knowing… not bothering reading 
them, just getting your notes” (Student, Group 1)

Students on the English and Sociology course would like to work in a more interdisciplinary way, blending the two disciplines by, for example, discussing literature in a sociological context. This exchange from students in Group 2 shows this:


Student A: “I don’t know if there’s been a lot of work which really looks at like 
a sociological perspective of a novel… or if there is then we haven’t really 
been kind of shown about it” 

Student B: “Yeah I think it would be better to have the module that combines 
that”


A: “Yeah”


B: “Because they keep saying, oh there’s combined modules but really no…”


A: “They’re just Sociology with like a little bit of English tagged on or English 
with a little bit of Sociology tagged on, kind of thing… I think it must be difficult 
as well because there doesn’t seem to be that many teachers that have 
shown they can do both sides equally, and I think if we had a teacher that 
could teach both sides, had the same knowledge in Sociology as they do in 
English, we’d get, I don’t know, just maybe it would work…”
These comments suggest the possible benefits of discussions between Falmer-based staff and SHACS staff on the benefits and organisation of interdisciplinary working.
Students on the English Language and Literature degree were generally more positive about the relationship between the two subjects.  However, they said they find the Language side of the course more difficult and less enjoyable than the English side, partly because they found the transition from school-level to university level Language teaching difficult:

“… things like grammar and, you’re just not taught in school. So it’s really 
hard… English people don’t learn enough grammar at school” (Student, 
Group 1)


“… why I chose to do Literature and Language was just for the literature and 
the language I was like [SIGHS] but I’ll do it… I think that for the first year the 
language was just really annoying to have to do that and I just wanted to do 
just the literature side, and even now in my final year. Although I have learnt a 
lot from the language side as well, it has been interesting. I think that’s only 
partly because I’ve had really good lecturers on the language side… I think it 
would have been nice if they’d had Literature [single honours].” (Student, 
Group 1)
All students in the focus groups said they enjoyed opportunities to bring themselves and their own opinions to their studies:


“I think I was hoping it would be more creative than it was but I enjoy it 
because it isn’t like science and that I haven’t got a logical brain, and that I 
can just write what I feel…”(Student, Group 1)


“I mean like with Sociology you’ve got to get social theory and everything 
right, but with English if you’ve got an opinion providing you can back it up it’s 
yours and it’s your like ownership and the way you interpret things” (Student, 
Group 1)

They praised lecturers who were open to students’ opinions and were critical of a minority of lecturers who, they felt, rejected or derided students’ personal views:

“They don’t like it…you know, you can back it up as much as you like and do 
much more research, books, texts, whatever, if they don’t like what you’ve 
said, you don’t get a good mark unfortunately” (Student, Group 1)
The students said that they enjoy creative writing because it encourages personal engagement and develops their critical thinking and writing skills, and they would like to do more creative writing as part of their English courses:

“I did creative writing option and like I absolutely loved it because I never felt I 
was good at creative writing but I got into it straight away and my teacher 
really encourages me… and I know now that if I read this and if I read that it 
will help me and if I write more it’ll help me… so I feel myself watching 
films and thinking ‘Oh, how, if I wrote that film how would I change it?’ or if I 
read a book ‘How have they written it… I told my Mum that and I was talking 
about this and she said ‘Hardly any… I don’t think a lot of people get that 
feeling when the penny drops’ and I said ‘I’m really glad that I’ve had that’”. 
(Student, Group 1)


“Well [creative writing has] helped every single aspect of the rest of my 
course. Like, I know this sounds weird but I think creative writing should be 
compulsory, in that it’s like… although some people wouldn’t enjoy it, but it’s 
really helped me think about-… and it’s helped me write essays better as 
well” (Student, Group 1)


“I think it would be really good if we had a creative writing module actually. 
Because I think that would give like everyone the individual… like the 
opportunity to combine [English and Sociology] as well… like creative writing 
and then examining like the societal…” (Student, Group 2)

We asked students how they saw the future of English at Brighton and to talk about the developments they would like to see. Their comments centred on the development of an English identity and included: 

“I wish there was a School of Literature…”. (Student, Group 1)


“… either really kind of establish the English department and let the two sides, 
so that Sociology and Literature actually get together and the Language and 
Literature get together, or just have an English department on its own. 
Because at the moment English is just all over the place and it doesn’t really 
have, you know, where are the offices?” (Student, Group 1)


“If you had a weekend away, like a writing or something or a week, a reading 
week where you all went somewhere and sat in a big manor house reading, 
obviously its not gonna happen, but if there was a way that the whole year 
could really come together, Language and Literature and Media and all those 
things then everyone would, the language would mould everyone together so 
you would feel part of a bigger thing rather than we’re Literature… ” (Student, 
Group 1)

Some of the students hoped that if Literature was more established there’d be more options/modules and more flexibility and choice about what to study. Modules in American Literature and Russian Literature were suggested as options for the future.
A single office or base for Literature was also favoured by students:


 “… a Literature building, a base almost for Literature because I don’t know 
where it is. Is it here, is it over in…It’s like if you go to Telscombe there’s all 
the language teachers there and it’s all the Language thing happening and I 
just think we need that literature thing and it would attract a lot more students 
if they had a nice kind of Literature base and could study Literature with lots 
of different options and stuff” (Student, Group 1)

We asked students why they chose their particular degree and whether they would have done a single honours Literature degree, had it existed. Their replies were mixed:

“I like Language and Literature, I just think the Literature part needs to be 
more established. I’m glad I did Language and Literature” (Student, Group 1)


“I came here because I wanted to come to Brighton because I really liked the 
place… wanted to do Literature but there wasn’t the option. So I just thought 
Sociology looks interesting, I’ll do that” (Student, Group 1)


“Again, yeah I love Brighton and I wanted to do English and I always enjoyed 
Sociology at A level, but I mean I haven’t enjoyed it as much at this level” 
(Student, Group 1)


“I would have chosen a Literature course had I have been able to, but I didn’t, 
and I chose Language, but I’m happy” (Student, Group 1)


“I’m not regretful that I took, that I did both Language and Literature. I have 
enjoyed parts of Language as well. But if there was a Literature course I 
would have just done Literature” (Student, Group 1)


“I just wanted to do English Literature. So kind of I thought, Sociology I’d 
never done it before but I was interested in it and I thought I knew quite a bit 
about it… I thought it was gonna be different to how it is so I kind of regret it a 
bit, but then I think it’s more challenging, so it’s quite good to challenge as 
well. So at least I’ll have a degree that I think has challenged me” (Student, 
Group 2)

6. Conclusions

Major findings and issues which emerged from our research included:

- In line with some of the literature on the subject nationally, lecturers at Brighton saw English as a broad discipline with permeable boundaries, and with strong links to other disciplines.
- There are, however, administrative, organisational and epistemological constraints on the extent to which links with other disciplines can be made a part of how English is taught, and a lack of communication also sometimes hampers interdisciplinary work. 
- Many lecturers in the Schools of Language and Education saw English as having the study of texts and of language at its core, while those lecturers including others saw it as culturally produced and engaged.
- Threshold concepts identified included the social context and construction of texts and language; intertextuality; the reading process and critical literacy; representation and signification; ideology; enquiry and research, and the engaged learner.  Lecturers spoke of the problems students had grasping these concepts, especially in making the transition from A-level to degree.
- There were tensions between maintaining strengths in teaching English and the desire for a stronger research culture, and between different visions of how English would be organised in future.
- Students enjoyed their English courses but expressed frustration at a shortage of links between subjects in their joint degrees.
- They particularly valued the opportunity to bring themselves and their own opinions to their studies.
- There was support for more creative writing courses and mixed responses about whether a single-honours English Literature degree would be preferred.
Debates about the state of English studies have been common since its inception, with recent crises and reconceptualisations taking place in university English in the early 1980s and again in the late 1990s.  The opportunity to conduct this study into the conceptualisation and development of English at the University of Brighton came at a key moment in the identity formation of the subject at Brighton, and at a moment when the theories of threshold concepts could be deployed most usefully in helping to examine ways in which the subject could be understood, explored, developed, owned and articulated. Our small scale, local study is intended to be useful to others considering the conceptualisation of the subject as it develops in the face of debates about interdisciplinarity, discipline boundaries and identities, and beyond that into personal development planning, what used to be called ‘graduate skills’, and employability.  Our interviews with both staff and students explored their sense of the identity, the coherence, the ontology and the epistemology of English studies in the light of more formal deliberations about the nature of the subject which have led to QAA benchmarking and the subject’s current relationships – within and outside Brighton – with cultural studies, education, language, drama, creative writing, and media studies.
The majority of lecturers we spoke to in the Schools of Languages and Education do conceptualise English as being, in essence, a focus on the study of texts  – written and otherwise – and on the study of language, with both text and language seen as socially located. The lecturers we interviewed praised the diverse and interdisciplinary nature of English at Brighton, and noted the enthusiasm of their colleagues and of students. Cross/multi/interdisciplinary working is a potential strength at Brighton, but is currently also an area of weakness. A sense of cohesion and coherence was sought by several lecturers, some of whom felt somewhat marginalised by the current fragmentation of English. Some felt positive about the possibility of a more coherent approach despite their own and their students’ frustrations at the relative lack of integration and splitting of focus and course management caused by the joint honours nature of the course on which they studied. Some sought further integration, more interdisciplinarity. 
However, students told us that they mostly enjoy their English courses and are pleased they chose to study English at Brighton. Reasons they enjoy studying English include: the development of critical reading skills; the opportunity for personal engagement and creativity; and the opportunity to read and learn about diverse social and personal experiences. Many of the students with whom we discussed the development of English literature focused on: the need for improved links between the two subjects of their joint honours degrees and better communication between the staff which teach on them; the desire for further development of a robust and rich quality to the English literature aspect of their degree; the need for a location or base which gives an identity to the subject, the staff and the student body; and the value of mixed study and social interactions within and between courses. 
Many of the issues which lecturers and students from the University of Brighton have highlighted could be seen as common throughout the sector: issues of engaging students with threshold concepts and ways of engaging both their critical conceptual and their emotional and creative responses; issues about the transition from pre- university study to university study, and the tensions between multi- and interdisciplinarity and the development of an English research culture.  Others to do with specific subject combinations and the ways in which the subject is taught are specific to the University of Brighton, but while this provides local insights it might also provoke thoughts about the diversity of disciplinary culture between different universities. 

English is certainly undergoing a moment of transformation at the University of Brighton, in which some are reflecting their sense of liminality, the disturbance of a moment of change and redefinition, a seeking after identity, a troublesome moment which brings the experience of studying the subject into a new perspective. While the comments and findings in this report relate to English at the University of Brighton –the need for a coherent identity for the subject; an enhancement of the student experience in terms of identity, location, and social learning; a focus on both the epistemology – the knowledge creation and basis of the subject and the ontology – the identity of the subject and the identity of those studying and teaching it – many of them are significant for the sector as whole
We would urge colleagues in other institutions to undertake similar studies on the conceptualisation of English within and across departments, particularly where changes to the configuration of English teaching are afoot.  It would have been desirable to include all staff and students involved in English at Brighton rather than a small sample.  Bearing in mind the time constraints that people are under, an online survey might have been a good way to do this. If repeating this study, we would also probably try and engage lecturers and students more in the development of the project to ensure they had more ownership over the process and the knowledge produced.  This might mean developing it as an action research project, with concrete proposals to address some of the issues raised as an output.  As it was, though, the findings have already been useful in informing discussion on the development of the subject, having been considered at major Steering Group and “Academic Health” meetings and figuring in internal reports.
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� The SHACS courses are interdisciplinary rather than ones where English is taught as a defined discipline. The primary focus of this research is the development of English at Falmer, the main site on which it is taught . However, by including SHACS staff in the project, we also hope to further communication between SHACS and Falmer-based staff and promote discussion about potential working relationships.   





� English is not taught as a discrete subject within the School of Historical and Critical Studies, but as one element of an interdisciplinary approach.


� This research related to the National Teaching Fellowship Scheme project on ‘Doctoral Learning Journeys’.  See Wisker and Robinson (2007, 2008)
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