Welsh Language Education in Llanelli

By 1861, the Revised Code, which was introduced following the Newcastle Commission into the condition of elementary education in England and Wales, had introduced the concept of ‘payment by results’.WGE Schools would now be given capitation grants of twelve shillings a year for each pupil in the school.GEJ Significantly however, two thirds of the grant – a large proportion of a teacher’s salary - could be with-held if pupils failed to satisfy inspectors, on an annual basis, of their progress in reading and writing (in English) and arithmetic.JanetGEJ Since Welsh was not a grant-earning subject, there was absolutely no financial incentive to promote its use, and every reason for using the time more profitably to raise standards in English and arithmetic. This led to an over-emphasis on the subjects to be examined, and possibly also to an increase in rote learning.WGE One Llanelli headteacher noted, in 1864:

I have not, so far, attempted to teach any drawing myself, deeming the three Rs, which are very backward, to be of greater importance”.Market 

The Code led to a narrowing of the curriculum where breadth, balance and creativity were sacrificed in search of the maximum grant possible.Grigg  In such a climate, all that really mattered was satisfying the inspector in the annual examination - what Beriah Gwynfe Evans called the production of “educational bricks, all of a certain specified form, and all to be paid for at a given fixed price”.BGE
Another alleged consequence of the Code was an increase in the use of the Welsh Not (WN).WGE Johnson, in 1847, had considered the practice to be positively harmful: 

The Welsh stick or Welsh, as it sometimes called, is given to any pupil who is overheard speaking Welsh, and may be transferred by him to any school-fellow whom he hears committing a similar offence. It is thus passed from one to another until the close of the week, when the pupil in whose possession the Welsh is found is punished by flogging.GEJ
Like the Blue Books, the WN has become a symbol of the disregard shown to Wales and the Welsh language. GEJ But how widespread was the practice? Evidence of the WN exists in the school-day experiences of Owen M Edwards.Owen M Smith certainly found evidence that some schools were employing the WN in Carmarthenshire in the late 1860s, and physical evidence survives in artefacts held at the Museum of Welsh Life. Furthermore, there was plenty of evidence that the Welsh language was discouraged in schools. However, he maintained that the WN was neither widespread nor effective, and appears to have declined after 1870.Smith Whilst there were various examples of masters discouraging or ignoring the Welsh-language in Llanelli, no instances were found of the WN as such. A number of historians have suggested that the use of the WN was probably not as widespread as was once thought. Janet GEJ Geraint Jenkins, however, was rather more sceptical and maintained that abundant testimony existed of brutal attempts by schoolmasters to exclude Welsh from the classroom.GerJ  

It has also been suggested that the Education Department did not positively set out to eradicate the Welsh language in the way the French did, for instance, in relation to Breton, Gascon or ProvençalSmith, through Iou Signum.Khlief It preferred to just ignore the language. After all, there were very few people asking for it to be given more attention.Smith Cambrian Certainly, few challenged the notion that the first duty of education was to provide pupils with a sound knowledge of English.WGE
Janet Davies maintains that whilst Forster’s Education Act of 1870 is generally thought to be “one of the most grievous blows ever suffered by the Welsh language”, its impact has been exaggerated. Whilst the Act gave no special consideration to the Welsh language, it did not suddenly impose a system of English-medium education. Welsh had rarely been taught in the voluntary schools that had been established before 1870. WRJones The principle that English was the medium of education had long since been establishedJanet 

The fact that the views of ordinary, working class people would not have been widely or reliably reported makes it extremely difficult to accurately gauge their attitude of working class people to the use of the Welsh language in education. Beriah Gwynfe Evans argued that the common man could see the benefits of acquiring the English language. 

(He) could see that Welsh was the language of the hewers of wood and the drawers of water, the language of labour and burdens, the language of hardship and want, while English was the language of those who seldom laboured but who earned fat salaries and enjoyed worldly comforts”. GerHJ,p12 

Kilsby Jones urged his countrymen to consider whether the death of the Welsh-language would really be an advantage or a disadvantageGeninen and added: “Mae poced y Cymro uniaith wedi hir ddyoddef oblegid anwybodaeth ei pherchennog o iaith y Saeson”. David Davies, Llandinam, gave them two options : 

Os ydych am barhau i fwyta bara tywyll a gorwedd ar wely gwellt, gwaeddwch chwi eich gorau, ‘Oes y byd i’r iaith Gymraeg’: ond os ydych chwi yn chwennych bwyta bara gwyn a chig eidon rost, mae yn rhaid i chwi ddysgu Saesneg. Carter
In 1846, a small farmer in Carmarthenshire declared that he “would sooner pay twice as much to an English master who knew no Welsh”.KOM Parents wanted something better for their children and learning the English language in the day schools would, at the very least, open new doors for them. Even when official attitudes to the use of the Welsh language in education began to change from the 1880s, public and parental opinion did not.GEJ 

It was not that Welsh people did not care about their language. They simply did not equate it with formal day education. To understand this attitude, it is critical to appreciate the importance of the Sunday Schools in Wales. Very well organised, they catered for all age groups and as they took place on a Sunday, all members of the family could be present. Above all, their language was almost invariably Welsh. It has been estimated that around 30% of the overall population were attending nonconformist Sunday Schools in 1883.Rees  As Welsh occupied a prominent role in the home, the chapel and Sunday school, what harm could learning the English language do? Since the position of the language was not officially recorded until 1891, the degree to which the ordinary person would have been aware of a decline is questionable.

Williams felt that the lack of enthusiasm towards the Welsh language was common to all classes in Wales, from parents to men of commerce and religion.Jac L The apathy of his countrymen greatly concerned Michael D Jones. He felt that the Welsh were guilty of cowardice in allowing their native tongue to be pushed aside by the English language. He made the stark warning: 

Mae at ewyllus y Cymry eu hunain i’r Gymraeg farw neu fyw; ac os lleddir hi, arnynt hwy eu hunain y bydd y bai.Geninen 

Teachers were divided in their attitude. On the one hand there were those who believed that it was only right and proper that children should be educated in their mother tongue, and many were convinced that it would actually make their jobs easier. Others, however, were fiercely opposed to Welsh-medium education, particularly those who were English and unable to speak Welsh in any case. 

It should also be remembered that teachers were in an incredibly difficult and isolated position, of course.Union Firstly, they were directly answerable, on a daily basis, to the managers of the school board. Understandably, many were loath to take risks and the vast majority adopted the safe policy of following the lead of prominent figures in the community. In a community like Llanelli, non-Welsh speaking industrialists and businessmen like the Nevills dominated every aspect of society, from the School Board to the local Tennis Club.1897 Secondly, teachers were also accountable and hugely influenced by the inspectorate. They relied heavily on favourable reports from visiting inspectors for their salaries, and even their posts. Consequently, the extent of Welsh used in schools could be highly affected by the personal view of the local inspector in relation to the issue.Smith Unfortunately for the Welsh language in Llanelli, the district was served by the Reverend Shadrach Pryce between 1867 and 1894. Here was a man who wrote in his annual report: 

Now it is only natural that a free use of Welsh should commend itself to the mind of an indolent teacher . . . But a prudent teacher . . . grapples with the difficulty at once, and endeavours to make the children forget Welsh and adopt English during school hours.CCE 

It is not difficult to imagine the effect that such an attitude would have had on school managers and teachers in the area. Beriah Gwynfe Evans informed the Cross Commission of his time as a Carmarthenshire teacher: 

At Gwynfe I never permitted a word of Welsh to be spoken under any circumstances outside the schoolroom or even on the playground. I am to this date ashamed to own that I as a schoolmaster, did what was at one time an universal custom, and caned boys for using in my hearing their mother tongue . . . I shall regret it to my dying day.RussellD
In 1867, the new headmaster of Market Street School in Llanelli observed that “Standard I cannot learn to read. They seem to be all Welsh and, consequently, in this subject remarkably dull”.Market There were numerous instances of headteachers making similar comments in relation to standards in English upon their appointment to Llanelli schools in the 1860s. As late as the 1880s, new headteachers were expressing surprise at the extent of Welsh used and tolerated by previous headteachers in the town’s schools. However, as many teachers often had little grasp of the Welsh language, and many pupils attended so infrequently, achieving quality in the teaching and learning was very difficult. In Llwynhendy, a visiting HMI actually attributed the inefficiency to “the Master’s want of acquaintance with the Welsh language”.Llwynhendy 

As late as 1891, over half the population of Llanelli could only speak Welsh.  One Llanelli headteacher noted that “a large proportion of the children think in Welsh and translate Welsh idioms into English – hence composition in English is generally weak”.Dafen Children made up all kinds of nonsense rhymes in Welsh to aid them to remember the mechanical work to be learned in the English language: “A, B, C, D, E, F, G – Powdwr mwnci, seren ddu”. EllE Teachers often had little choice but to make use of the Welsh language to teach English and also to keep discipline. In the 1860s – a period associated with ‘payment by results’ and the WN - there were several examples of Llanelli schools, particularly on the peripheries of the town, requiring prospective masters to have knowledge of the Welsh language. 
Significantly, in 1884, when the Cymmrodorion asked elementary school headteachers whether they considered that the introduction of the Welsh language as a ‘specific subject’ would be an advantage, they were divided. Some 55% of the Carmarthenshire headteachers who replied said that they felt it would be an advantage, whilst 40% felt it would not – virtually identical to the pattern across the whole country. Southall 
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