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.

In their article ‘Non-Native English Students Learning in English’, research authors Bernando and Gaerlan (2011) examined how students learnt and used their second language (L2), in their case English, through the context of mathematics when taught in L2 rather than their first language (L1) of Filipino.  Their expectation was that the language of learning would not have any effect on the actual learning due to the abstract nature of the mathematical content and they examined this through two perspectives; psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic while also taking into consideration, previous studies by other researchers.

The first perspective considered was psycholinguistic which focusses on the ‘cognitive psychological processes’ (Bernando and Gaerlan, 2011, p. 2) underlying all language behaviours.  More specifically, psycholinguistics looks at how people can ‘comprehend, acquire and produce language’ (Platt, 2017).  For Grosjean (2012) psycholinguistics examines the consequences of the cognitive processes used by bilinguals as they use their L1 and L2 in different situations and for different purposes in life.  Using this perspective, the authors considered that the complex processes needed for mathematics could be affected by many factors and Clarkson (1991) agreed, observing that there are not only cognitive but ‘non-cognitive variables’ (p. 245) such as confidence to be taken into consideration.  The impact of confidence can be seen in primary school in Wales when the students in Key Stage 2 (KS2) have less confidence speaking Welsh than those in Foundation Phase (FP).  This may be because less pressure is placed on them when learning and they are given a longer processing time, unlike KS2 students who are expected to respond quickly along with extending their sentences (Estyn, 2018; Lightbown and Spada, 2001).  

Bialystock and Craik (2010) suggested that being bilingual also has a positive effect in enhancing the pre-frontal cortex, specifically executive functioning skills.  Cook (2008) agreed that learning another language can impact on creativity and problem solving while Cummins (2007) felt that proficiency in two languages could have positive effects on cognitive, academic and linguistic growth.  This is a large move forward from the views of Laurie (1890) who claimed that to be bilingual meant to have your intelligence halved and Saer (1923) who claimed that bilingual students were mentally confused.  Another factor to be considered in language acquisition is age, with Zamora, Hernández and Agustín (2019) suggesting that the younger a student learns L2, the greater the increase in the speed of their learning.  A recent study by Hartshorne, Tenenbaum and Pinker (2018) claims that although students can learn L2 up to the age of 18, much later than previously thought, they cannot achieve native like proficiency unless they start learning before the age of 10.  The study by the authors does not indicate the age of the students, although the nature of the study could indicate secondary school level, it also does not indicate how long the students have been taught and then studied through L2 which could influence their results.  However, for many education systems around the world, they believe that students should start learning L2 at a young age due to a critical period in which the brain is predisposed for language acquisition.  This period is considered to start in young childhood and end around puberty (Lightbown and Spada, 2001) which is supported by Patkowksi (1980) who claims that there is a significant difference between L2 learning before and after puberty.  

Wales supports the theory of learning early, with students being introduced to incidental Welsh from nursery through a range of practical, fun activities such as circle time, songs and rhymes (DCELLS, 2008).  However, while incidental Welsh is common throughout the FP through targeted circle time, it does not transfer across the different areas of the curriculum (Rhys, Waldron and Taylor, 2014) so while students are orally confident in these activities, it is not always used outside of this to link to other subjects (Estyn, 2013).  The FP framework has a specific Welsh development area that is used to offer rich experiences in the Welsh language (Department for Education and Skills, 2015) through both continuous and enhanced provision alongside short focus tasks and Estyn (2014, 2016, 2018) continually praise the standards of Welsh in the FP while noting the drop in standards in KS2, which has not changed over several years.  It is hoped that the new Welsh curriculum will work to address this disparity as Welsh is placed as a key element of the Languages, Literacy and Communication area of learning and experience.  The links between English and Welsh will be promoted to allow knowledge to be transferable between them to encourage students to become more secure and excited about their national language (Education Wales, 2019).  The teaching of Welsh has been compulsory in schools since 1990, this will continue in the new curriculum and the opportunity to teach not only the language but also the culture, especially in relation to identity are considered key (Donaldson, 2015) by the Welsh Government (WG).

Chomsky (1959, cited in Tavakoli and Jones, 2018) viewed the acquisition of a second language as ‘A unique and innate capacity of the human mind’ (p. 22) and introduced a more cognitive view of language learning.  This allowed for more communicative approaches such as content and language integrated learning (CLIL) and task-based learning (TBL) to become prominent due to their focus on what language is, and not what it does (Tavakoli and Jones, 2018).  The previous language methods of teaching of direct or audio lingual, considered the teaching of L2 to be better when L1 was used minimally in class, however this often led to students imitating the language rather than becoming true speakers (Cook, 2008).  By allowing CLIL and TBL to become the more prominent method of language teaching, students can learn a subject in L2 while also gaining a ‘sociocultural perspective’ (Zamora, Hernández and Agustín, 2019, p. 34), allowing them to make links between two cultures and social groups which in turn allows them to adapt to two different lifestyles.  This is important when considering the sociolinguistic perspective of L2 learning as social factors have a lot of influence on language acquisition (Tavakoli and Jones, 2018).

To gain a more rounded sense of language acquisition, the second perspective the authors looked at was sociolinguistic.  The sociolinguistic perspective considers how language is connected to areas such as identity, relationships, experiences and social factors.  For many L2 students they will only hear L2 in school, however, for those who have families supporting the learning at home either by using L2 or providing resources, they are more likely to use L2 outside of the classroom.  Additionally, the impact of the media was cited as having a major impact on L2 acquisition as the majority was presented in L2 (Bernando and Gaerlan, 2011).  In Wales, for many students their home language is L1, as is their community so they are unlikely to use L2 outside of the class.  The introduction of the Siarter Iaith framework was to address this concern by offering additional opportunities for Welsh to be used beyond specific Welsh lessons and to improve student’s attitude to the language through a whole school approach (ERW, 2016).  While this does not impact on the home or community at present, the opportunity to use Welsh around the school in different situations is of benefit to the students.  The authors noted the impact of media on developing L2 and students in Wales have access to television programmes and websites to support their L2 at home thus offering greater L2 exposure.  

In the author’s study, mathematics was taught in L2 but they tested the student’s mathematic skills using both L1 and L2 and found that comprehension, understanding and application of concepts were better when tested in L1, however, problem solving was better when tested in L2, possibly because it was taught in L2 (Bernando and Gaerlan, 2011).  This demonstrates that to retrieve knowledge from memory, it would be best if the language of learning matches the language of recall and goes against the expectation of the authors that the language of learning would not affect the learning (Bernando and Gaerlan, 2011).  Additionally, it can impact on areas such as humanities and science, not just language (Marian and Fausey, 2006).  Wales uses a bilingual method of teaching that begins with the teacher saying an L2 sentence which the students repeat, this leads to the teacher saying an L1 sentence that the students respond to in L2, thus allowing them to understand the meaning of their language acquisition leading to greater understanding through ‘genuine L2 use’ (Cook, 2008, p.183).  This use of memory recall allows for more effective information processing (Tavakoli and Jones (2018).

The authors stress the importance of English as a L2 due to its use globally, and students can see and appreciate the reason for this.  However, for the Welsh language it is difficult for younger students to see the benefit when it is only spoken in Wales, and for many they will only hear it in school.  While the Welsh Government places an importance on raising the number of Welsh speakers and promoting the need for Welsh in future jobs such as tourism, students only look at the immediacy of its use, and for them there is none currently (Welsh Language Division, 2017).  As the WG wish to achieve one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Language Division, 2017), they will have to not only raise the profile of the Welsh language in the community but set a baseline for people to gauge their bilingualism by.

What it means to be bilingual is an ongoing debate among linguists with definitions going from one extreme to another.  At one end of the debate you have Diebold (1961) who held the view that the ability to say any word in an L2 language meant you could call yourself bilingual.  In the middle, Mayor (1994) and Valdez and Figueroa (1994) viewed the ability to understand another language but not necessarily speak it as their definition.  At the other end of the bilingualism scale, Bloomfield (1935) considered that you could only call yourself bilingual if you spoke both L1 and L2 with a perfect accent like a native speaker, effectively making yourself a monolingual in each.  While Bloomfield could be considered an extreme definition of bilingualism and many people would never expect to achieve this level of perfection, Grosjean (2010) offers a more achievable goal.  He considers a person to be bilingual if they are able ‘to use two or more languages in their everyday lives’ (Grosjean, 2010) and are comfortable using L2 in different situations and for different purposes in their lives.  It is important to remember that how you choose to define yourself on the bilingualism scale is purely subjective and in relation to your own identity and skill level (Maurin, 2015). Baker (2008) agrees that bilingualism is an ambiguous categorisation that is dependent on every individual’s perspective.  This disparity in personal definition is something that the WG need to take into consideration, as noted previously, when undertaking a census on bilingualism because many people are likely to mark themselves as not bilingual as they use Bloomfield’s definition as a baseline subconsciously, even if they are not aware of his viewpoint (Grosjean, 2010).  

The recommendations of the authors for teachers of L2 are to set learning objectives that develop L2 through different academic activities and to remember that they are not teachers of L2, but teachers of students who need to learn and develop L2 (Bernando and Gaerlan, 2011).  Teachers need to realise that L2 students are on a continuum of ability from those just beginning right up to those who actively use two languages to speak and write (Baker, 2008) while placing themselves on the continuum as well.  Constructivist theory places an importance on combining the different parts of learning in a meaningful way, thus placing the focus on the subject with L2 learning as a by-product (Baker, 2008) but many teachers do not have the confidence or the skills to teach specific subjects through the medium of Welsh and while a pilot scheme to address this by providing additional intensive training to teachers showed success, it was deemed too challenging to sustain and did not continue (Welsh Government Social Research, 2016).  For students in Wales to fully develop their bilingualism, the confidence and bilingualism of the teachers needs to be addressed in order to embrace the CLIL approach that is increasingly viewed as one of the best ways to integrate L2 learning (Wiseman, 2018).  In addition, closer links to families to promote Welsh would be of benefit as the authors discussed the importance of the home environment on attitudes to L2 in students, this may be through Welsh classes for parents or sending resources home for parents to support their students (Estyn, 2013).  Encouraging the use of Welsh through the whole school, outside of the classroom and in the home environment is a good beginning to promoting Welsh as a language and developing bilingualism in students with the hopes that they will carry it forward into their communities. 
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