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Celebrating Language and Culture – Belonging to Wales
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RATIONALE 
What does it mean to belong? To belong, is “to feel happy or comfortable in a situation” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). By simply belonging, you feel you are able to ‘fit in’ and develop your identity. Identity is crucial as it forms the core of who we are, how we perceive ourselves and how we interact with the world. A strong self of identity fosters self-esteem and resilience and anchors individuals in their communities, fostering a true sense of belonging and connection. 

The only Welsh word that one will find in Currciulum for Wales (2022) that has not been translated to English is ‘cynefin’. Cynefin, as Hayden Llewelyn explained, “is the place where we feel we belong. Where the people and landscape around us are familiar and the sights and sounds are reassuringly recognisable” (2022). With the rollout Wales’ new curriculum, it is pleasing to see not only the Welsh language gaining prominence through the Languages, Literacy and Communication AoLE, but also the elevation of Welsh culture and history to the forefront through the Humanities AoLE.

Welsh Government (2019) proposed that “Humanities is central to learners becoming ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world”. Our young learners will now be taught to “discover their heritage and develop a sense of place and cynefin”. Alongside this, young people will be learning to communicate effectively in Welsh, English and International Languages” to develop a “lifelong interest in the languages of Wales and the languages of the world”. The syntax of these sentences is interesting, with the word Welsh proceeding English and other world languages.

It is important schools instill a sense of pride of belonging to Wales, and this is the responsibility of all school staff. We may teach children from all around the world, some who are reluctant or apathetic about learning the Welsh language, but it is important that our children feel like Wales is somewhere they belong. Almost all schools in Wales seem to actively engage in celebrating Welsh identify and culture. In various school settings, Welsh flags, dragons, daffodils and other symbols of Welsh identity are commonly displayed. School events like Eisteddfod, St. David’s Day and Shwmae Day hold great significance up and down the country. Incidental Welsh, such as a ‘bore da’ from the school receptionist or a ‘diolch’ from a pupil, is commonly used and encouraged. All of this, as Smith explains, “demonstrate[s] a consideration of Welshness outside the limits of the Welsh language use, incorporating simple representations of Welshness for young pupils in an attempt to create an atmosphere of Welshness that can nourish a sense of place with pupils” (2016, p. 64).

For my proposed activities, my goal was to evoke curiosity about Welsh history and foster pride in our country’s communities. Recognising that “identify can connect to places at many scales, including the regional” (Jones, 2020, p.8). I intentionally selected the National Museum of History, Wales, as the focal point for my activities. This choice emphasized the broader context of our country’s history and culture, rather than a specific region. With Wales boasting profound history, my aim is to ignite students’ love for their surroundings and nurture that sense of ‘cynefin’, hoping in turn it would then spark an interest in delving into our country’s language. 


I sought to plan and carry out activities that would captivate learners, taking them beyond the confines of the classroom to gain a deeper insight into the culture and heritage of Wales. John Dewey, philosopher and psychologist, believed that our learners should take part in “socially engaging learning experiences […] whilst constructing their own knowledge through personal meaning” (Williams, 2017, p.92). By immersing the children in the history of the country in which they live, or the lives of their ancestors, I aimed to ignite a spark that would deepen children’s interest and learning. This portfolio will investigate how the Welsh language plays a part in education, and the extended community. It will consider frameworks, polices and also the key role that the Welsh language plays in Curriculum for Wales 2022. Additionally, the portfolio will give examples of activities that would celebrate the history of Wales and promote Welsh language in education settings.

For many of our learners, they may feel similar to Blanluet when she wrote, “perhaps belonging has little to do with where you are born, but with where your soul comes alive […] maybe that’s what belonging to Wales is really all about” (2019). It is our responsibility to instill a deep appreciation for the places where our young people live, grow and evolve. By embracing the richness of our history and uniqueness of our language, our aim should be to develop not just a love for the physical landscapes of Wales, but also a connection to the culture and history that make Wales extraordinary. This is what I was trying to bear in mind whilst planning the following activities.



OVERVIEW OF ACTIVITIES
1. Saint Fagan’s Scavenger Hunt, National Museum of History, Wales

The first activity aims to develop pupils’ understanding of Welsh history and culture. The focus of the activity is on Saint Fagan’s, the National Museum of History in Wales. Prior to our visit staff members would have explored the concept of the museum and look at some of the historical features and buildings. The activity is organized as a scavenger hunt. The children will work in in teams to identify where in the museum photos had been taken and to complete a question/activity that relates to it (please see below).  While exploring Saint Fagan’s the pupils would be encouraged to make a note of anything they find particularly interesting or something new they had discovered about Welsh history, language or culture. With bonus points being awarded to teams who share their learning and ideas. To consolidate learning we would meet back together at the end of the session to share the pupils learning, encouraging them to listen to each other and contribute their thoughts and ideas.

Scavenger hunt
Your task is to find where in Saint Fagan’s each of these photos has been taken and to complete the question/activity that relates to it. Make sure your group leader takes a photo of your work to share when we return to the school. Remember to make sure that each member of your team is included and most importantly…have fun!
While you explore Saint Fagan’s make a note of anything you find particularly interesting or something new you’ve discovered about Welsh history, language or culture. Bonus points will be given to teams who share their learning and ideas, the team with the most points at the end of the hunt will win extra playtime. Pob Lwc!

· Find the Building, What animals have lived in here? See Appendix 3
· Find this wall hanging, design your own in a similar style with an animal of your choice. See Appendix 4
· Travel through times and look in each of these houses, identify a similarity and a difference in each house. See Appendix 5
· Why is the farmhouse Painted red? See Appendix 6
· In your team use your hands or Bodies to spell out a Welsh Word. See Appendix 7
· Making a rubbing of the Celtic art using paper and a crayon. See Appendix 8
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Now as a group get back together and go though all the questions, check you have included enough detail and get ready to present to the other groups.
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2. Activity – houses for sale! 
Before delving into the second activity, we will discuss our trip to St Fagan’s, National Museum of History and in particular, the Rhyd-Y-Car houses which will form the focal point of this activity. 

Children will be split into mixed ability groups and encouraged to explore the following website: https://museum.wales/learning/activity/401/Virtual-Tour-of-Rhyd-y-car-Homes-through-Time-/ where they will be taken on a 360° tour of the houses. We will use this resource alongside images taken on the day of the trip and any information the children learned whilst first-hand looking around the houses. 

The six houses along the terrace explore changes in furniture, lifestyle and livelihoods from 1805 to 1985. The homes are presented as they may have looked in 1805, 1855, 1895, 1925, 1955 and 1985. It would be worth noting that the terraced houses originate from Merthyr Tydfil, so children could also consider clues about the iron or coal industries as an extra challenge (Museum Wales, 2023).

Children to be allocated a particular house and their task will be to design a poster for the cottage as if they were an estate agent selling the property at the time. For this task, children will need to use relevant Welsh vocabulary (e.g. lolfa, cegin, ystafell wely) and highlight features of the home that were unique to the era. Groups will need to reflect on the key selling points of each home and the preferences of the buyers. When complete, children will present their posters to the other groups, providing an opportunity to use and enhance their Welsh language skills to present information. This task will encourage learners to use everyday Welsh language in a different context, whilst reflecting on the history of Wales, working collaboratively and presenting to an audience.
Welsh language resources are to be used to scaffold learning for this activity. Children will be encouraged to use Welsh dictionaries and word mats to find unfamiliar words or check their spelling.
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EVALUATION OF ACTIVITIES
1. Saint Fagan’s Scavenger Hunt, National Museum of History, Wales
Overall, the activities proved successful, capturing the engagement of many learners. However, when reflecting on the process, I recognised that refining the questions and developing more open-ended enquiries could have encouraged deeper thinking among the children. Compared to a simple, closed question such as ‘find a similarity and a difference’, I could have posed a question such as ‘discuss the evolution of the houses over 50 years’.

Some learners encountered challenges with map reading, leading to more time spent navigating and occasional confusion. While this unintentionally prompted the development of new skills and collaborative problem-solving, it meant that less time was given to the proposed activities.

Notably, the children relished immersing themselves in Welsh history, witnessing the passage of time and gaining insights into past lifestyles first-hand. These experiences are invaluable, contributing significantly to fostering a sense of belonging, identity and pride in our country’s rich history in our learners.

2. Houses for sale! 
Reflecting on this activity, I believe it was both enjoyable and suitably challenging for the children. Feedback from the pupils was positive and there were high levels of engagement. Exploring the homes first-hand, then again revisiting using the National Museum’s virtual tour back in the classroom, was a real highlight for the pupils. Some children continued this learning at home and shared the online resource with their families who were comparing the homes to their parents’ and grandparents’ homes, sparking interesting conversations about the history of our communities and of Wales among families. Convincing some of the children that these houses reflected authentic homes from the past was difficult, with some children in sheer disbelief at how people used to live, surprised at the size and darkness of the early homes. Discussions about outdoor toilets and the absence of heating and electricity sparked lively exchanges and debates within the classroom, transforming this activity into a genuine talking point.

Staff concerns about the students exploring the houses independently were alleviated by the organisation of the groups and the adult:staff ratio. The group structure, with four pupils in each group, ensured everyone had a voice and a designated role. Back in the classroom, each group member was able to contribute to the poster, fostering a collaborative atmosphere. Groups were able to allocate roles themselves, with some children opting to write, draw, research or present, depending on the skillset and interest within the group.

Despite this activity focussing on everyday Welsh to describe homes and items in the home, what stood out significantly for me is that by applying this language skill to a different context (one which truly fascinated the children) it engaged and enthused the learners more than usual. By connecting the developing of Welsh language to a subject of keen interest, their enthusiasm to participate soared and their confidence in using both spoken and written Welsh language skills noticeably flourished. This approach not only made the learning experience more engaging, but also highlighted the importance of contextual relevant in language acquisition. 

Upon reviewing the pupils’ completed work, it is evident that the children now possess a clearer understanding of life in Wales from 1805 onwards. They grasped the living conditions of ironworkers and coal miners, and their pride in being Welsh, or belonging to Wales, has deepened. Furthermore, discovering that the Welsh language is in fact the oldest language in Europe sparked a collective eagerness to learn more about it.

CONCLUSION
By 2050, Welsh Government aim to have 1 million Welsh speakers. Their aim is that children will have a “positive attitude towards the language and be confident to use their Welsh” (2023, p.9). Remarkable, when you consider that “there was a time when children could face harsh punishment at school for simply speaking the native tongue” (Owen, 2022). Now, with the Siarter Iaith framework and the launch of Curriculum for Wales 2022, education is recognised as being a leading force behind supporting the development and use of the Welsh language, and as practitioners, we must grasp this opportunity to promote the Welsh language, our cynefin and what it means to belong to Wales in the 21st Century.

– 
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