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My winning proposal: How to
frame a multidisciplinary project

Friederike Lüpke won £1 million to study “small-scale
multilingualism” in Africa. She talks to Gretchen Ransow about
how to structure multidisciplinary proposals, resilience and not
being afraid to ask for what you need.

Comment on this article

Friederike Lüpke, based at the School of Oriental and African
Studies, University of London, won £999,631 in 2012 from the
Leverhulme Trust’s Research Leadership Awards programme. She
talks through the application process—a call is expected again in
2016—and about how to frame a niche project.

Can you give me an overview of your research area?

My current research is Africanist, basic descriptive research in the
broadest sense, with a focus on language as social practice. That
means language as it is used—what people do with language, and
in the case of my current project, how people use several languages
and whether it even makes sense to separate them.

What is really unusual about the area I’m studying—the Casamance
area of Senegal—is that it’s not the kind of ‘vanilla’ multilingual
setting where people may have a local language that they speak at
home with their family, and then a regional lingua franca, and then
an official, ex-colonial language that comes in at the national level.
These people really indulge in what I call ‘small-scale
multilingualism’. You may find somebody who speaks three local,
village languages, and then two or three regional languages and
then French and Walof, the de facto national language. Any
multilingual competence a European can aspire to pales in
comparison.

How did you hear about the Leverhulme call?

Our research and enterprise office sends out a weekly bulletin, and I
saw the call. I was in the field, which was actually quite good
because there can be long stretches of time where nothing happens

07 Aug 15, 10:51

By Gretchen Ransow

Related Links

Previous call information on
Research Professional

Friederike Lüpke

Friederike Lüpke’s research

Related Articles

Top PI Sally Shuttleworth:
Humanities scholars can think
big

More 'Leverhulme style'
funding needed, Nurse urged

More from the Leverhulme
Trust on Research
Professional

  

Bookmark Email Actions

HE News Funding Awards Our Institution Help

Research Professional Gretchen Ransow Email alerts Log Out

 Articles  Opportunities Go

Advanced Opportunities SearchFunding
Bio/Medical Engineering & Physical Social Sciences Arts & Humanities Know How Top Funders

   

https://www.researchprofessional.com/funding/opportunity/901341/
https://www.researchprofessional.com/funding/opportunity/901341/
http://www.soas.ac.uk/staff/staff31356.php
https://www.soas.ac.uk/linguistics/research/research-projects/multilingualism/
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/insight/2015/7/Top-PI-Sally-Shuttleworth--Benefitting-from-big-grants-in-the-humanities.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/insight/2015/7/Top-PI-Sally-Shuttleworth--Benefitting-from-big-grants-in-the-humanities.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/insight/2015/7/Top-PI-Sally-Shuttleworth--Benefitting-from-big-grants-in-the-humanities.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/news/uk/research-councils/2015/4/Open-up-funding-and-support-emerging-research--Nurse-urged.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/news/uk/research-councils/2015/4/Open-up-funding-and-support-emerging-research--Nurse-urged.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/funders/leverhulme.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/funders/leverhulme.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/funders/leverhulme.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/he.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/news.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/awards
https://www.researchprofessional.com/institution
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/Help.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/institution
https://www.researchprofessional.com/profile
https://www.researchprofessional.com/profile/alerts
https://www.researchprofessional.com/sso/logout?service=https://www.researchprofessional.com/
https://www.researchprofessional.com/funding/search/
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/bio-medical.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/engineering-and-physical.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/social-sciences.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/arts-and-humanities.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/know-how.html
https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/funders.html


Research Professional - My winning proposal: How to frame a multidisciplinary project

https://www.researchprofessional.com/0/rr/funding/insight/2015/8/My-winning-proposal--How-to-frame-a-multidisciplinary-project.html[12/08/2015 11:01:08]

with your subjects. So I had plenty of time to brainstorm and
develop a skeleton for this proposal. Because I had my team there,
we even held a self-funded workshop. We would go to the seaside
and exchange data. We’d take our local consultants along, so we
talked it through with them and they were involved from the very
beginning.

What made you apply?

The idea for the proposal emerged from years of initial research. I
had a grant from the Volkwagen Foundation's endangered-
languages documentation programme, DoBeS, to look at these
small village languages. We initially assumed each would be spoken
in one village or a very small area, and we expected to find pressure
from other language communities coming in. So we went in and
started documenting the languages from this perspective, but found
that while this might conform to people’s ideologies, it did not at all
reflect their actual practices.

Because it’s so challenging, whenever I’ve had PhD students who
want to work with me, I’ve directed them towards this area. And so,
when this opportunity came along, we were actually able to say: ‘We
can. We are the only people in the in the world able to look at this
setting.’ Normally you don’t find one person who speaks two or three
of these really small languages.

You need a team, but it’s not a project you can start from scratch
because it requires real long-term preparation and serendipity in
terms of the availability of these researchers. Another thing is that
we had the support of the language communities: we had people
willing to work with us, and we are now employing a team of four
full-time, local transcribers and a local administrator who logs
everything and sends us the transcribed texts. The team can
transcribe about seven languages—the whole project would be
impossible if we had to do that.

The project could be considered quite niche—how did you
broaden its appeal?

That was a really tricky one. Also the proposal was very
multidisciplinary and that’s always dangerous as you’re talking to
audiences that you’re not familiar with. You don’t know the
buzzwords, the literature or who’s going to read it. So I really framed
it around the setting. I started out by describing somebody sitting on
their porch and speaking 10 languages within five minutes, to make
it really tangible. And then I organised it into different components:
one about the social-linguistic side, one about the structural
consequences of multilingualism, and then we have a component
about cognition as well. I tried to break it up so that each component
would be coherent from a disciplinary perspective.

What was the application process like?

The scheme only allows for one candidate per institution. Initially I
was the only interested candidate, but then somebody came up after
the internal deadline and SOAS decided it would make a selection. I
was fuming because it was very close to the deadline and you
cannot construct a budget without access to Leverhulme’s online
system. There are some very rudimentary guidelines available, but
you have no real idea what costs are eligible in which categories. It
would have been impossible for a budget of that size.

The process after that was straightforward to manoeuvre. The
institution informs Leverhulme that you are the chosen candidate,
and you received a username and password for the application. It
was a one-stage process, and relatively easy—there were some
narrative parts, the budget where different items had to be justified,
a statement of support from the institution and then a ‘record of
promise’ from the main applicant. There wasn’t an interview stage.

How did your research office help?
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Mostly costings. But I think SOAS is really looking at providing more
support for applicants now. Content-wise, I mainly had help from my
prospective research partners. My dean and the pro director of
research also provided some feedback. It’s important to have really
honest peers who will read and not be polite when commenting on
your work.

What did you do about impact?

What I stressed was the potential. And I hope in the long term that it
will have impact. But the project in itself is basic research—we
understand too little about this whole setting and how children learn
languages to propose immediate impact. What I stressed was the
potential impact for language and development in Africa, where the
educational systems are not able to cope with teaching the official
languages. I also stressed that this may be a case where the West,
which is now confronted with mobility and ensuing greater
multilingualism, can learn a lesson from Africa. But I was very
careful not to make any promises.

What would you have done if you’d been unsuccessful?

I had had this project idea in my head for some time. Had the
Leverhulme call not come along, I probably would have applied for a
European Research Council Starting Grant or to the Economic and
Social Research Council. I was kind of ready to do that and then this
call came along and it was real serendipity. But I was prepared, and
my Plan B would have been to submit it elsewhere. It’s too much
work and too much commitment to other people: to my research
participants in Senegal, the prospective researchers on my team.
You have a responsibility to try to land something.

How do you deal with failure?

I’ve had applications derailed by bad, potentially biased, reviews.
And you go home and think ‘Okay. Good. Now... back to the drawing
board.’ Failure is an integral part of the whole thing. For the DoBes
grant, which I submitted before this Leverhulme grant, first they said,
“We like it, but you have to rework it and resubmit it because we are
missing this and this and this.” And you fume and think, “It was all in
there already. Why don’t they read it properly?” Well, they don’t read
it properly because they are very busy people. So you have to
package it better. And then you often start seeing the little
inconsistencies. And in hindsight, you think, “Yes, you were right.
Thank you because now it’s a better proposal.”

With the bad review, I didn’t try to resubmit that, but even then I
wasn’t so convinced by that project that I wanted to rework it. If you
really believe in it, the biggest mistake would be to stop there. If you
didn’t really believe in it, well, then there was no reason to apply in
the first place.

Anything else you’d like to add?

Something that is very important for me to tell female colleagues in
particular, is that I have lived my whole career, from when I was a
lecturer to now, as a single parent. And I want women to know that
it’s possible to do this with children. There is so much shyness and
fear of imposing, but you can ask funders for things—I’ve asked
DoBeS and Leverhulme if I could take my son with me on field work,
would they fund the flight, and they said yes. The difficulty is that
this is not automatically catered for, it’s not captured in the grant
guidelines, so you have to ask. But in my experience, it’s really
worked to bring it into the open and say: these are my constraints,
this is what I can do, this is what I’m prepared to do, and this is
where I need help. And funders have been really generous and
accommodating. You just have to be creative.
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CV: Friederike Lüpke

2013-present Professor of language documentation and description,
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London

2011-2013 Senior lecturer in language documentation and
description, SOAS

2010 Acting director, Endangered Languages Academic
Programme, SOAS

2004-2009 Lecturer in language documentation and description,
SOAS

2005 PhD in linguistics, Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen, the
Netherlands
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