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A critical response to an article that provides evidence of sound knowledge and understanding of themes related to the teaching of Welsh in the English-medium sector. (2000 Words)

The evidence evaluated through out this article ‘points to how the bilinguals ability to use two languages may actually serve as important resources in their learning,’ suggesting that pupils in schools that can utilise two languages during learning experiences have a valuable and effective resource that can enhance their learning. (Bernardo, 2005 as cited in Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011: 4.) Throughout this article, the authors aim to evaluate and reflect on the ‘experiences of non-native English speakers who are learning in English’ to discover the psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic impact of their learning experiences through the medium of a second language. (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011: 2.) While looking at the psycholinguistic perspective: considering how the brain is affected through different learning experiences, and the sociolinguistic perspectives: how language is viewed and relates to other aspects of their lives such as family, social aspects and resources, the authors discover a variety of both positive and negative affects that learning through the medium of a second language may have. In relation to how the Welsh language is currently taught in the English-medium sector, Donaldson (2015: 49.) argues for the importance of children being able to ‘communicate effectively in the Welsh language in different settings, including work settings,’ and in order for that to occur, we must also consider the psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic impacts of how Welsh is currently being taught as a second language on pupils, to allow us to ensure development in their language skills. Estyn (2018) discovered that in a third of English-medium primary schools, the teaching of Welsh is an area for development, and many pupils can not use the Welsh language confidently out of formal Welsh lessons. Therefore, this suggests the need for an evaluation of whether the Welsh language is being taught effectively, and through the critical review of the article ‘Non-Native English Students Learning in English,’ themes and recommendations seen within the article will be considered and exemplified as to how they can possibly be applied to the teaching of Welsh in the English-medium sector.

As the title suggests, the article begins by considering the importance of learning the English language and learning through their English language, as across the world, ‘learning English is a means towards personal and social goals’ for many people. (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011: 1.) As the article moves forward, it is divided into two areas of focus: psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic perspectives. Within the psycholinguistic area of the article, the research aims to look at the ‘underlying cognitive psychological processes that underlie or relate to language related behaviours,’ considering how pupils learning is affected by learning through a second language, and whether it has a positive or negative affect on their skills development and cognitive development. (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011: 2.) The author beings this focus area by considering how we learn, and argues that learning involves ‘acquiring or attaining a level of mastery and automaticity in processing or using learned information’, arguing that learning is simply not being able to recall and remember simple information, but taking the skills and information learned and applying those skills to new experiences, including the skill of speaking a second language. (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011: 2.) Therefore, when teaching a second language, it is vital that practitioners understand that for children to learn the language effectively, they must be encouraged and be able to utilise the language in a variety of different experiences. In relation to the teaching of Welsh as a second language, Welsh Government (2015: 5.) argue that pupils must be able to ‘deal with extended and increasingly complex language in order to develop as independent and confident users’ of the Welsh language. 

Bialystok (2008, as cited in Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011.) found that in relation to cognitive skills development, bilingual pupils have enhanced control skills, skills that are used in complex learning tasks, compared to monolingual pupils. However, it must be considered that this study is not inclusive for pupils with a variety of different levels of proficiency in a second language, as they mostly reviewed bilingual learners with ‘relatively adequate levels of proficiency.’ (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011: 6.) Due to this fact, it could be argued that skills development compared within the research conducted does not show an average mean for comparison, as it does not include children with lower levels of proficiency in their second language. Houwer (2009: 69.) also argues that ‘billingual and monolingual children develop … in extraordinarily similar ways,’ suggesting that perhaps learning a second language, or learning through a second language does not always result in an increased development of skills compared to children who are monolingual. In order to ensure an inclusive study, it may have been helpful to evaluate the skill development of pupils with much lower levels of proficiency in their second language, as this would have provided a more comprehensive evaluation of the skills development of non-native English students learning in English.

	The second focus of the article is the consideration of the impact of sociolinguistic factors on the development of children’s second language skills. Gaerlan (2009 as cited in Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011.) found that many pupils felt that their families attitudes to their learning of English had an impact on their learning, and found that when there was a positive influence from home, children could switch between the two languages regularly outside of the classroom environment, further developing their language skills.  The authors research found that family-related factors had an important impact on shaping the children’s learning experiences when it came to learning and using English as a second language. The concept that parental attitudes can have an impact on children’s learning and skills development, particularly in language learning, has also been considered by the Welsh Government (2016: 5.) who argue that children’s social, emotional and cognitive development is ‘significantly affected by what is happening at home and the degree of parental involvement in their education’, and so as Bernardo and Gaerlan’s (2011) research suggests, in order to ensure further development in the learning of a second language, there must be significant parental involvement. In relation to the teaching of the Welsh language in English medium schools, the Welsh Government (2013) in ‘One Language for All’ discovered that the attitude of many parents towards the Welsh language had changed, with many now seeing Welsh as a useful skill that will help their children move forward, particularly in the working world. In order to continue to foster that positive attitude to help children’s development of the Welsh language, the Welsh Government (2016) argue that practitioners must ‘communicate the best ways for families to support learning’ and provide ‘family learning opportunities for families to practice the skills’ that the children are learning. However, Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) do not consider the impact of a negative parental attitude on children’s language learning within their article, and it would’ve been useful to consider the impact of a negative attitude in order to evaluate the support that would be required for those children in their learning. 

	Another aspect of the sociolinguistic perspectives that Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) focus on is the consideration of the role of the practitioner in ‘modelling’ good use of English regularly throughout the pupils lessons. The research showed that in many schools, teachers used both the children’s first language of Filipino and the second language of English during the children’s learning experiences. Through the use of both languages, the teachers were modelling good use of a second language, which encouraged and supported the learners further in using both. Both the attitude and confidence of the teacher when teaching a second language has a massive impact on children’s development, as Grigg (2015: 71.) argues that characteristics of an outstanding teacher include having ‘a commitment to do everything possible for each pupils and enable all pupils to be successful,’ and confidence in oneself as a teacher, having a belief in ‘ones ability to be effective and take on challenges.’ In order to teach a second language effectively, the practitioner must have confidence in their knowledge of the language and how to utilise it in a variety of situations. In relation to teaching Welsh second language within the primary schools, Estyn (2013: 32.) found that ‘In many schools, provision for speaking and reading Welsh second language is good in Welsh lessons. However, in key stage 2, provision for writing in Welsh and the use of the language in other lessons is limited,’ and as Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) found that the pupils in their study thought of teachers as good models when they used both languages in all learning experiences, perhaps this is a possible consideration that could be used to further improve the development of children’s Welsh language skills in English medium schools. Estyn (2013) found that best practice of Welsh second language teaching in the English medium sector  showed examples of lessons that fired the children’s interests, encouraged them to ‘have a go and used a mixture of stimulating and exciting resources, and Bernardo and Gaerlan’s (2011) study supports the concept that best practice in language learning involves engaging sessions with relevant and exciting resources, as their research showed that successful English learners had developed their language learning further through the use of popular media like television, films and web sites, all of which were relevant and interesting to them. 

	According to Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011), there are many positive impacts on cognitive developments when a child learns a second language and through a second language, and there are also many sociolinguistic aspects that have a positive effect on children’s language learning: parental involvement, the teacher as a role model and popular, relevant resources. One of the main focuses within the article is the concept of teachers confidently using both English and Filipino throughout the children’s learning experiences. From the evidence of this positive impact, there could be a recommendation for a change in teaching style when teaching Welsh second language in English medium schools. Baker (2011) argues that the 21st century will see the systematic use of two languages within the classroom, furthering both the practitioner and the child’s fluency in Welsh. This is a concept called CLIL - Content and Language Integrated Learning. (Darn, 2003.) Content and Language Integrated Learning is a concept that considers language as both something to be learnt and something to be used to communicate. Through the use of CLIL, some of the children’s lessons would be taught through the medium of Welsh, and some through the medium of English, ensuring pupils can use their Welsh language skills effectively in a variety of experiences and situations. If the CLIL concept was adopted into English medium schools in Wales, although it would take a significant amount of staff training and adjustment, pupils may take greater steps in moving forward to becoming bilingual and confident in using the Welsh language in their everyday lives, not just in their Welsh lessons, as the Welsh Government (2012: 31.) aims to ‘improve the opportunities for children and young people to use Welsh informally within educational organisations.’

	Overall, this article is a generally comprehensive overview of how children learning a second language can further develop their skills by learning through that second language. Despite the fact that it is not an entirely inclusive study as it does not consider pupils with lower levels of proficiency in the second language of English, or the impact that negative attitudes of family and teachers may have on children’s learning, Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) successfully evaluate, through their research the positive affect that learning through a second language can have on children’s cognitive development and the positive impact that the sociolinguistic areas of a child’s life can have on the learning of a new language. In relation to teaching Welsh as a second language, I believe that some recommendations can be taken from this article, as written above, to implement in the teaching of Welsh as a second language to further develop children’s confidence and skills in speaking Welsh in an English medium setting. Through continuing to improve parents attitudes to the Welsh language, insuring there are relevant up-to-date resources for pupils and encouraging teachers to not only use more incidental Welsh in their classrooms, but considering teaching some parts of sessions through the medium of Welsh, schools can work towards achieving Donaldsons (2015: 29.) aim of children who can ‘communicate effectively in different forms and settings, using both Welsh and English,’ and also the Welsh Government (2017: 4.) aim of, by 2050: ‘The Welsh language is thriving, the number of speakers has reached a million, and it is used in every aspect of life.’
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