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A 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

Published on 15th October 2015, Huw Lewis AM, Minister for Education and Skills, wrote a statement for the Welsh Government titled ‘Welsh Second Language within our new curriculum’. In addressing the concern that Welsh Second Language was not being facilitated adequately. The article was written to highlight the need for better teaching and learning of Welsh Second Language. In 2015, Welsh Second Language GCSE was only offered in 173 centres with 8,681 candidates taking part while English Language was offered in 1,066 centres with 124,800 candidates taking part (WJEC, 2015). 

Lewis (2015) stated that there are ‘significant challenges in the teaching and learning of Welsh as a second language in Wales’; and it is clear that there are challenges facing Welsh Second Language  -since many young people are leaving school without adequate Welsh language skills despite studying the language from a very young age. Young people are leaving learning Welsh from the age of three – yet leaving school with better language skills in other modern foreign languages, such as French - in which they are taught only from the age of eleven. Low attainment in Welsh Second Language has become accepted and ‘normalised’; if we want to have a ‘Wales of Vibrant Culture and Welsh Language’ (FGCW, 2015) this attitude towards Welsh Second Language needs to change significantly. 

Lewis (2015) has accepted recommendations from ‘Successful Futures’ including ‘Welsh language will be compulsory to age 16’ (Donaldson, p. 48).  It is crucially important for students in Wales to learn Welsh. Language is symbolic of a nation’s culture – and safeguarding the former is indicative that we also value the latter. In teaching future generations the Welsh language, we promote the uniqueness of Wales. Additionally here learning a second language from a young age brings other benefits – what might be termed ‘added value’ -  not least improved academic achievement, ‘Bilingual children have improved reading, writing, and math skills, and they generally score higher on standardized tests’ (Lead with Languages, no date). 

It should be noted that Wales is disadvantaged in a real sense in terms of promoting its own language. In other countries, the ‘native tongue’ is the main language spoken in their countries; however in Wales, English is the main language – what could be termed as an historical ‘linguistic ethnic cleansing’. The country  became ‘less Welsh’ and still, in so many parts of Wales, young people do not see the need to learn the language as there are limited opportunities to speak Welsh outside of school, and  always the opportunity to speak English. 

In the new curriculum, there is an Area of Learning and Experience called ‘Languages, Literacy and Communications’ which contains ‘clear and distinct progression reference points and achievement outcomes for developing Welsh language skills over time’ (Lewis, 2015). I believe that it is important to ensure that children and young people improve their language skills over time. From my personal experience, my Welsh language skills progressively improved during my time in primary school; however, once I went to secondary school I did not see any improvement. I believe that the standard of teaching in Welsh Second Language needs to improve as well as having set goals that children and young people should reach each year. Secondary school combines children from both Welsh and English led primary schools, from homes where Welsh may or may not be spoken. Differentiation is therefore necessary within lessons as some people will inevitably be more advanced than others. 

Lewis (2015) states, ‘both a Welsh dimension and an international perspective’ should be included where possible in all six Areas of Learning and Experience. This is to be in line with ‘The Cwricwlwm Cymreig, history and the story of Wales’ - ensuring the new curriculum must ‘reflect the culture, environment, economy and history of Wales, and the influences which have shaped the country of today’ (Welsh Government, 2013). It is important for children and young people to know about the history of Wales as it puts learning into a historical and cultural perspective, thereby making the learning more relevant. This means they will be more engaged in lessons and hopefully see more of a reason to improve their Welsh language skills which relates to Lewis’ point on ‘[focussing] on learning Welsh primarily as a means of communication, particularly oral communication and understanding’. 

Lewis (2015) acknowledges that the value attached to the Welsh language must be enhanced – in terms not only of the cognitive benefits of bilingualism and allowing young people to have a sound understanding of Welsh cultural life (both in the past and the present), but in tangible areas such as employment prospects. If young people realise the benefits of speaking a second language, especially their native language, they are more likely to engage in the subject as they realise the impact it could have as they grow up, for example better job opportunities. 

Pioneer schools play an important role in developing the new curriculum. ‘Progression reference points, achievement outcomes and transactional competence’ (Lewis, 2015) will be determined through the use of pioneer schools, allowing the government to see what can realistically be achieved and in what time scale. The standard of teaching Welsh Second Language must be improved: this is why there are projects such as the ‘Sabbatical Scheme’ in place which is ‘aimed at teachers in English-medium primary schools to help them significantly develop their Welsh-language skills’ (Welsh Government, 2018). As children mimic what they are taught -whether it is correct or not - Welsh teachers must have a sound understanding of the language and good pronunciation. Lewis (2015) states that ‘all children and young people in Wales [should] have an opportunity to successfully learn Welsh’ – and part of this must be an improvement in the standard of teaching Welsh Second Language. 

Developing the teaching and learning of Welsh Second Language is not something that will happen overnight. Lewis recognises that many things need to be taken forward to improve this sector - following the Welsh-medium Education Strategy, the execution of Successful Futures, or the New Deal for the Education Workforce and Professor Furlong’s review of teacher education. If all of these things are in place, there should be an improvement in the teaching and learning of Welsh Second Language in the next few years – with the aim of reaching the ‘target of a million [Welsh] speakers’ (Welsh Government, 2016). Lewis (2015) provides further actions that will take place such as ‘work with Estyn and the regional consortia’ and ‘[promoting] Welsh as a subject and as a skill for the workplace’. 

This will allow improved teaching in Welsh Second Language as well as showing children and young people that there is a purpose in learning Welsh as it will benefit them in the future e.g. job prospects. 

In conclusion, it is evident that the teaching standards of Welsh in the English medium sector needs to be drastically improved to reach the Welsh Government’s goal of one million Welsh speakers by 2050. From personal experience of learning Welsh in the English medium sector, I believe that a more in depth curriculum must be put in place in order to improve the standard of Welsh speakers. In doing so more people will be confident in using Welsh outside of the classroom, and it will provide more opportunities for children and young people to use the language regularly. I also believe that at least half of teachers per school should be able to speak Welsh fluently to give more children and young people the opportunity to improve their Welsh skills across the curriculum. This can be done by sending more teachers on the Sabbatical Scheme. 
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