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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

This essay will discuss a critical response to the article ‘Non-Native English Students Learning in English’ to provide evidence of themes relating to the teaching of Welsh in the English-medium sector. The research is conducted by Dr Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011), who are members of De La Salle University in the Philippines. They have both undertaken extensive research involving bilingualism, proving they are a credible source. However, throughout the article, there is reference to much of Bernardo’s previous research, perhaps making studies biased. The article’s purpose is to investigate the ‘experiences of bilingual learners as they undertake learning activities in English, which is a second or a foreign language for them’ (Bernardo, Gaerlan, 2011, p.1). Sociolinguistic factors that influence language learning shall be referred to throughout. 

The article reviews and reflects on studies mainly focusing on the experiences the bilingual Filipino learners that are taught in English, focussing on how Filipino students perform and learn in mathematics, although there is focus on general subject areas. Defining bilingualism is difficult. Diebold (1964) claims an individual can be bilingual if they can speak one word in another language, while Oestreicher (1974) believes to be bilingual, a person must have mastery of two languages. This view is supported as if a person is asked ‘whether he or she speaks two or more languages, the question is ambiguous’ (Baker, 2006, p.3). Baker (2006) states although a person may speak two languages often, expertise in one may be limited. Essentially, bilingualism is ‘the ability to use two languages’ (NALDIC, 2011, p.1). In ‘Successful Futures’, Donaldson (2015) outlines a strong obligation in Wales to both the Welsh language and bilingualism. There is emphasis on the Welsh within the new curriculum, being introduced from 2022, since it will be included in the Languages, Literacy and Communication Area of Learning, enabling ‘all learners to gain knowledge and skills in Welsh’ (WG, 2019, p.3).

Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) discuss that the goal of most English as a Second Language (ESL) students is a means towards personal and social goals, i.e. travelling to countries where English is the prominent language. This goal appears important to those attending schools where the language taught has switched from the ‘mother tongue’ and is taught in English. Learning ESL can be beneficial to learners. According to the BSC (2019), English is one of the most spoken languages worldwide, with one in five people speaking it. This indicates learning ESL enables speakers to communicate with around 20% of the World’s population, benefitting learners aiming to travel to such countries. The ELC (2013) mentions despite English not being the most common second language, it is the official language of fifty-three countries, indicating that speaking English could be advantageous, given the number of people utilising it. 

Although, it could be argued Welsh does not have the same social advantage as English. The 2011 Census presents that the number of those who speak Welsh in Wales has fallen from 582,000 in 2001 to 562,000 in 2011 (BBC News, 2012). The census outlines only 19% of Wales can speak Welsh, whilst 99% are able to speak English. However, an increase in the population, alludes there may not be a ‘need’ to speak Welsh. This could be due to lack of services available in Welsh, e.g. limited demand for Welsh language services with roughly fifty calls monthly, according to Gov.UK (2019) A lack of services is also apparent considering the number of Welsh speaking mental health staff in Wales. Brennan (2018) states there have been several concerns raised regarding the number of fluent Welsh speakers working in the North Wales mental-health sector. Figures reveal ‘9.41% staff members listed having an intermediate level of Welsh and 8.48% were at an advanced level’ (Brennan, 2018). This indicates it may be difficult for Welsh-speaking patients to communicate with Welsh-speaking staff and must correspond in English. It should be noted these figures cannot be generalised to represent Wales, since they have been calculated in North-Wales.

Another goal for ESL students relates to ‘qualifying for certain jobs or for professional advancement’ (Bernardo, Gaerlan, 2011, p.1). The number of those learning ESL to advance professionally is increasing. This is shown as ‘billions of people around the globe are learning English, not just as a hobby but out of economic necessity’ (Van Tol, 2016). It appears learning English can provide opportunities for people worldwide since the job market is changing. Van Tol (2016) mentions the number of English speakers is set to grow worldwide, with the British Council estimating by 2020, two-billion people will be communicating using the language. This indicates English is an essential skill while working for multinational companies. According to research, since the number of English speakers is increasing, ‘HR Directors, CEOs and CMOs are increasingly turning to English-speaking employees to benefit their businesses’ (Zazulak, 2015). 

Despite ESL increasing job opportunities worldwide, it is important to question whether Welsh can provide the same opportunities. Careers Wales (2019) mentions many job requirements specify employees need to speak Welsh. Recently, ‘the notion of transactional competence has taken a prominent place in discussions and policy documents on the teaching of Welsh in Wales. The aim of Welsh language education should be to enable all learners to acquire ‘transactional competence’ in the language by the age of 16’ (Tavakoli, Jones, 2018, p.9).  Learning Welsh provides opportunity for transactional competence, which encourages the notion of being able to speak Welsh within a workplace environment, thus furthering future job opportunities. They expand that schools should provide opportunity for students to ‘do things’ with the language such as attending a job interview. Therefore, ‘schools should determine what sorts of transactions learners are likely to engage in using the language’ (Tavakoli, Jones, 2018, p.10). By determining this, students will be able to apply language to real-life contexts, since the notion of transactions will be relevant in students’ lives in the future. If ‘learners practice meaningful and purposeful communication, their language acquisition will be positively affected, because they will find application of what they are learning to the real world’ (Jones Burk, 2016, p.26). Donaldson (2015) emphasise this by stating progression steps and achievement outcomes should show progression in Welsh towards transactional competence. 

Again, Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) refer to earlier work written by Gaerlan (2009), which acknowledges that utilising the language at home is a major impact whilst learning a second language. The exposure included: ‘availability of resources at home that expose the students to language, actual languages used at home, and influence of/on family members on use of English’ (Bernardo, Gaerlan, 2011, p.5). Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) proceed to mention most students revealed their family had a positive impact on their learning of English at home. According to Kalayci and Oz (2018), parental involvement has a substantial effect on children’s second language (L2) acquisition and development. Parental involvement can also impact L2 learning ‘motivationally, affectively, socially and cognitively’ (Fear, Emerson, Fox, & Senders, 2012). Although regularly speaking a second language at home is beneficial, this may be unrealistic in relation to learning Welsh in the English-medium sector. Stats Wales (2019) collected data regarding how many children aged five or over speak Welsh at home. The data, collected from parents’ perceptions, presents out of 394,029 respondents asked, 116,788 reported their child did not speak Welsh at home, however, 41,397 children spoke Welsh outside of school. This shows most Welsh children do not speak Welsh at home and their first language (L1) is mostly used. It may be argued schools do not teach the language effectively and as a result, children are not confident speaking the language at home. According to Estyn (2017, p.40), ‘two-thirds of English-medium secondary schools do not plan well enough to develop pupils’ Welsh language skills. As a result, most pupils do not practise their Welsh often enough outside lessons and lack confidence in speaking the language’. In order to action their Welsh in Education Action Plan 2017-2021, the Welsh Government (2017, p.31) planned to ‘work with the National Centre for Learning Welsh to develop opportunities for parents/carers who choose to educate their children at home to learn Welsh’. The Welsh Government (2017) outline it will be extremely important to communicate with parents and carers about the benefits of learning Welsh and how they can support their children in their L2. Mudiad Meithrin (no date), provide an example of good practice regarding involving family members in their child’s Welsh development. The school provides opportunity for family members to partake in an eight-week programme focussing on speaking Welsh with children through Clwb Cwtch, benefitting family members who are not fully competent regarding Welsh, to communicate with their children who attend Welsh-medium schools. Although this is undertaken in a Welsh-medium school, this approach could be adopted in the English-medium sector since it could support parents/carers in supporting their child with their L2.
An additional theme of Bernardo and Gaerlan’s (2011, p.5) article was the influence of teachers on students’ language learning. The article mentioned Filipino bilinguals often stated teachers were a ‘model of good English use’. The notion of teachers being models of efficient language use is supported by Bandura’s ‘Social Learning Theory’.  Bandura (1977) posits people learn from each-other through modelling. He claims children are surrounded by many role-models, such as teachers that provide examples which students imitate. Whilst studying the interactional patterns of Spanish children, who were enrolled on a bilingual programme to learn English, Chesterfield et al. (1983) stated their teachers were a key factor in the implementation of bilingual education programmes. They mention ‘interactions with the teachers in English were more consistently related to greater language proficiency’ (Chesterfield et al., 1983, p.401). To ensure the success of English-medium pupils learning Welsh, teachers should be at a high-level of proficiency in order to transfer suitable language skills. In spite of this, the Welsh Language Development in the Foundation Phase document noted that often in English-medium schools, ‘teachers do not devote enough time to the delivery of Welsh second language and many lack confidence in teaching Welsh, particularly to older key stage 2 pupils’ (Estyn, 2013, p.12). This indicates that between the lack of Welsh delivery time and teacher confidence, pupils’ development regarding the Welsh language can be hindered. Whilst undertaking Professional Teaching Experience in two English-medium schools, it was evident limited time was allocated to learning Welsh, with just one lesson being observed throughout the placement. Currently in Wales, there is a major shift in the way the Welsh Language is delivered to pupils, the subject will stay compulsory from age three to sixteen but ‘no longer separated into first and second language programmes of study (Wightwick 2019). Wightwick (2019) also mentions the Welsh Government is currently highlighting the need to develop students’ skills and use of the Welsh language. According to BBC News (2019), Education Secretary Kirsty Williams stated this marks the most intense change in language teaching since the National Curriculum was introduced in 1988. As part of the Welsh in Education Action Plan 2017-2021, the Welsh Government aims to ‘increase the number of primary teachers who can teach in Welsh from 2,900 to 3,900 in 2031’ (WG, 2017, p.6). In order to boost teachers’ confidence and Welsh language skills, the Welsh Government provides Sabbatical schemes. The WJEC (2019) elaborates on the schemes, stating teachers can attend full-time courses lasting eleven weeks for those who wish to reach the foundation level, which would promote to bilingualism in schools. An important aim in the Welsh in Education Action Plan 2017-2021 is by 2050, ‘at least 70 per cent of those learners report they can speak Welsh by the time they leave school’ (WG, 2017, p.6). Since the Sabbatical scheme is available in different levels, such as the Foundation level aimed at those with basic Welsh knowledge, it could be argued these teachers would not be equipped to teach students to a level where they are competent by the time they leave school. A further concern may regard teachers being absent from schools for large periods of time, which could cost schools and hinder learners. 
To conclude, it is unrealistic to compare ESL to Welsh as English is spoken worldwide, whilst Welsh is predominantly spoken in Wales. However, it is evident changes need to be made if Wales is to reach its’ goal of homing one million Welsh speakers by 2050. It may be useful for Wales to take note from a few sociolinguistic themes mentioned in Bernardo and Gaerlan’s (2011) article. A recommendation is to increase the number of facilities available in Welsh, enabling speakers to use language in real-life contexts. Secondly, whilst being able to use the Welsh language is not a necessity in the job market worldwide, skills can be utilised elsewhere. Since the Welsh Government (2018), places importance on transactional competence, this will hopefully encourage learners to learn specific language that can be used in real-life contexts. A further recommendation is the inclusion of students’ parents in their L2 experience, since children do not engage with their L2 at home frequently. Finally, to increase the number of Welsh teachers in Wales, sabbatical schemes should continue to be utilised, since the influence of teachers as models of language use is apparent. 
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