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If the Basque model were to be adopted in Wales what changes would need to be implemented to the teaching of Welsh in the English medium sector?


This essay will study and discuss the Basque model of teaching language and will make recommendations on how this model could be implemented into the teaching of Welsh in the English medium sector. The Basque Country is an autonomous community encompassing seven regions across Spain and France. The Basque people have their own flag, culture, traditions and co-official language of Basque. There are people within the region who do not consider themselves to be Basque, although in the Spain Basque country 33.9% of the population speak Basque (Hopwood et al, 2018). This is an important point to consider when comparing the Basque region to Wales as the levels are similar with Welsh speakers in Wales currently standing at around 29.3% (Welsh Government, 2018). This helps to provide a fairer comparison of the two regions. A further point to consider is the support the language would receive when implemented. The increase of Basque-medium education within the education system is driven by parental demand: the Spanish Government has never driven policy in favour of Basque-language education and limits itself to providing information about the different alternatives (Gardner, 2002). Since 1989, the Welsh national curriculum for 5-16 year olds has included Welsh as a subject. The continued drive has led to practitioners looking further afield in search of inspiration and support for their model (Jones, 2013). However, in the annual Estyn (2012) report it states Welsh second-language pupils show good progression during foundation phase but when it comes to key stage 2 the progression slows, this in part is due to a lack of devoted time to Welsh, as well as teacher’s lack of confidence in their own ability. (Estyn, 2012) showing that the regulatory body has identified further room for improvement. As we can see there are numerous considerations when deciding on a policy change such as this, one which will have far-reaching consequences for the people of Wales. We will now look into the dynamics of this in more detail.

Learning an additional language has far-reaching benefits, not only are children exposed to and understand other cultures, they also make marked improvements in their conversational and literacy skills in English (Grigg, 2015). Further supported by Donaldson (2015) who promotes the new curriculum to include a Welsh aspect and leading into an international dimension. Research has shown that the sooner another language is acquired by children in their early years, the more likely they are to be competent in the language in their later life (Welsh Government, 2013). We also need to consider KS2, KS3, KS4 and higher education, as well as supporting adults in their learning and understanding of the Welsh language. There is already scaffolding put in place by the government and implemented by practitioners around Wales, Cymraeg 2050 is a report talking of increasing the number of Welsh speakers to one million by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017). This follows on from Iaith Pawb, an action plan for a Bilingual Wales which aims to increase the number of Welsh speakers in Wales by 5% from a 2001 census (Bangor.ac.uk, 2006). The main focus within the report is on education, with such things as increasing nursery provision, improving the quality of teaching of Welsh and having more primary children taught in the language (Awan-Scully, New Statesman, 2017). However, more needs to be done in order to reach one million Welsh speakers by 2050. This supportive outlook is one which has been actioned to good effect in the Basque region, (Hopwood et al. 2018) noting that around 44 municipal Basque language schools in place for over 16 year olds. Further to this there are 15 ‘official language schools’ run by the Department of Education. 
In the Basque country there are three different school contexts, categorised into A-model, B-model and D-model schools. In A-model schools, where lessons are taught in Spanish, Basque is only taught for three hours per week. This is similar to English-medium schools in Wales, where Welsh is taught as a separate lesson with some incidental Welsh used throughout the day and included in other subjects. B-model schools cover around 35% of the curriculum through Basque-medium language, this is in addition to Basque being taught as a subject. Wales does provide similar schools, but in only 12,832 schools out of 75,522 total schools in Wales (Welsh Gov, 2018) provide English with significant Welsh coverage in the day-to-day school life, where “Welsh is used as the medium of teaching or learning for between 20% and 50% of the primary curriculum overall” (Welsh Gov, 2007, p. 9). D-model schools are the Basque equivalent of Welsh-medium schools. Here, Spanish is taught as a stand-alone subject and the rest of the school day is taught through the medium of Basque. McCardle and Hoff (2006) and Cunningham (2011) both supporting the view that this immersion technique is how, particularly young children learn language most effectively supported by who goes on to state that when one or two languages are spoken in a family home, there is a high chance of becoming fluent in a language. 
There is currently less take-up of places in A-model schools from pupils, there is a general shift to B and D-model schools as parents understand that their children will acquire more language skills here. The shift toward Basque-heavy language teaching has a lot to do with the fact that a language profile is included in job descriptions, with many of the better jobs where higher incomes can be earned require a higher level of Basque language to be spoken (Hopwood et al. 2018). Indeed, in order to work in any professional context, the Basque Competence Certificate first needs to be obtained. On an international language level this is roughly equivalent to CEFR C1 (COE, 2001). To obtain this certificate, a higher level of Basque language must be obtained and this is where the B and D-model schools are taking precedence as they will provide curriculum coverage through more of the Basque language. Wales does advertise for roles where Welsh-speakers are preferred to non-Welsh speakers, indeed, due to policy change in 2018 all public sector jobs now advertised through the Welsh Government prioritise Welsh-speakers in most roles, with some front-line and public facing roles now being compulsory to speak Welsh fluently. (Welsh Gov, 2012) This could be seen as some of the first stages in the uptake of a Basque-model for Wales, where a desire to speak the native language is created through the jobs market. This shift in trend should be a driving force behind a desire for more Welsh parents to consider sending their children to Welsh-medium schools. It could also be a starting point for education professionals to consider implementing a Basque model of language teaching. 
There is one key demographic that needs to be brought on board with an implementation system and that is the parents, indeed Jones (2013) notes that teaching any language would be hard without support from parents. Going on to affirm that in order for parents to be brought on-board, they had to have belief that the system has “authentic functional language opportunities” (Jones, 2013, p.15). Without an understanding of why their child is learning something and how this will help them in the future, too many barriers are raised.
To aid the learning of Welsh we need well trained practitioners (Welsh Government, 2013). This is another example we can take from the Basque model where comprehensive courses for practicing teachers to learn Basque language were established in the 1980s (Hopwood et al. 2018). QTS standard S2.1 states “They have a secure knowledge and understanding of the subject(s) they are trained to teach” (Welsh Government, 2009, p.5).  There are current government sponsored sabbatical training schemes for teachers in Wales such as the ‘Welsh in a year’ sabbatical scheme in place, offered through WJEC offering practitioners continuous professional development and potential to become lead for Welsh in their own schools (WJEC, 2019). However, these come with anxieties, mainly from the schools and teachers themselves. As the courses are intensive and up to three months in duration, the school may be unwilling to lose a valued member of staff, only to replace them with a supply teacher for that period, potentially feeling there will be a detrimental effect on the pupils and the school as a whole. Also, due to the locations of the courses, some teachers were unwilling to attend as it meant leaving their homes for long periods, finally there is growing belief between educators that the courses themselves should be improved.

If the Basque model were to be implemented across Wales in English-medium schools, there are numerous points to consider as it is a massive undertaking with many potential benefits and limitations. Currently, the learning of Welsh is seen as a living language during early years and primary schooling, but as children grow into secondary education Welsh language is seen merely as a topic to study in order to gain grades. (Smith, Bera, 2016). Things are changing and slowly the people’s ideas about Welsh are changing, but this is a process which may take a few generations for the people of Wales to fully accept. This can be greatly helped when educational practitioners engage with parents and change their mind set, involving them in their child’s learning so that they can see the positives (Whalley and Pen Green Centre Team, 2007). However, there also needs to be a change in support from within politics, as with anything there is always a ‘trickle down’ effect, and if the people of Wales hear their politicians and in turn the media, talking positively about the learning and speaking of Welsh , then in turn this should lead to more belief and positivity in the language. There also needs to be an understanding of the culture of Wales, its extraordinary history and cultural richness, with (ACCAC, 2003) and (Welsh Government, 2013) supporting this through policies intended for implementation throughout Wales. These policies will help make the Welsh as passionate about Wales as the people of the Basque region are about their own area. Increasing the number of Welsh speakers will mean recruiting teachers who can teach through Welsh, or teach Welsh. Although currently, the percentage of teachers that can do so are ‘overwhelmingly white’ (Awan-Scully, New Statesman, 2017). This is due to Wales’ shortage of black and ethnic minority teachers. The current ambition for a diversified workforce will conflict with the desire for more Welsh-speaking teachers. The shift to more prominent second-language is something that could be brought to Wales to progress our children in the learning of Welsh. As Donaldson (2015) suggests, we should see a more cross-curricular approach to Welsh where subjects are taught through the medium of Welsh, rather than only one lesson a week focussing on the language and some incidental Welsh used across the day, often formulaic and can stagnate over time.
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