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In Wales, Welsh language legislation and policy represent a key area of Children, Young People and Communities (CYPC), reflecting how historical, political, and cultural influences have shaped the lives of families, children, and communities. The policy landscape has shifted dramatically, from the 1847 Blue Books, which positioned the Welsh language as a barrier to progress and contributed to the marginalisation of Welsh-speaking children and communities (Williams, 2000; Thomas and Jones, 2018), to contemporary strategies such as Cymraeg 2050. This evolution demonstrates a movement from language suppression toward revitalisation, positioning bilingualism and cultural identity as central to children’s rights and community wellbeing (May, 2012; Welsh Government, 2017).
Devolution has significantly transformed the policy context in Wales. The Government of Wales Act 1998 led to the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales in 1999 (Senedd Cymru, 2020) and enabled the Welsh Government to develop and implement policies in areas such as early years, education, and language, reflecting Wales-specific priorities (Welsh Government, 2021). Initiatives such as Cymraeg 2050 and the 2021–2026 Action Plan aim not only to increase the number of Welsh speakers but also to promote the use of the language across everyday community life (Welsh Government, 2017; 2021). Welsh-language policy is embedded within the Programme for Government 2021–2026, which sets national priorities for education, culture, and community wellbeing and commits to strengthening Welsh-medium education while expanding opportunities for children and families to use Welsh daily (Welsh Government, 2021).
Policy actors are central to understanding how Welsh-language policy functions. Policy is primarily developed by the Welsh Government, supported by advisory bodies including academic researchers, policy specialists, Estyn and the Welsh Language Commissioner. Policies aim to embed bilingualism, support cultural identity, and ensure access to Welsh-medium education, shaped by drivers such as cultural preservation, national identity, social justice, and children’s rights (Bourdieu, 1991; May, 2012; Welsh Government, 2021). Practitioners including teachers and early-years staff translate these policies into everyday practice, demonstrating how decisions at policy level affect lived experiences of children and communities (Lipsky, 1980).
Translating policy into practice is complex. Workforce shortages, regional disparities, and community attitudes shape outcomes, which depend on how policies are enacted in schools, early-years settings, and communities (Lipsky, 1980; Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). As an Internal Quality Assurance Officer (IQA) within Mudiad Meithrin, Welsh-language policy directly influences my professional practice, particularly in workforce development, early-years pedagogy, and Welsh-medium provision.
This essay critically examines the historical and ideological development of Welsh-language policy, tracing how political shifts, national identity discourses, and rights-based approaches have shaped its evolution. It applies frameworks such as policy cycle, policy instruments, and street-level bureaucracy to evaluate enablers and barriers influencing implementation, including workforce capacity, local interpretation, and community engagement. Through this analysis, the essay explores how children, families, and communities are represented in contemporary policy and considers implications for the future of Welsh-language education.
To understand contemporary Welsh-language policy and its impact on children, families, and communities, it is necessary to examine the historical influences that shaped earlier approaches to language, education and identity in Wales.
Wales has shifted significantly across different political eras. The shift from suppressing to promoting the Welsh language reflects changing political ideas, national identity, and conceptions of childhood, demonstrating that language policy is not neutral and is affected by power and ideology (Bourdieu, 1991; May, 2012; Tollefson, 2013). 
The 19th century provided a basis for later Welsh language policy. Industrialisation brought population changes, migration, and shifts in community life, which affected how Welsh was passed down between generations (Jenkins, 1997). This period promoted modernity and productivity, positioning English as the language of work and social advancement. Scholars argue, however, that this was as much about ideology as economics, reflecting assumptions about cultural hierarchy rather than actual linguistic deficiencies (May, 2012).
A key event was the publication of the Blue Books in 1847. These reports criticised Welsh as hindering progress and portrayed Welsh-speaking families as backward (Williams, 2000). Children were seen as intellectually limited by their home language, reinforcing a deficit view that influenced public opinion for generations. From Foucault’s perspective, the Blue Books linked English with civility and portrayed Welsh identity as deviant (Foucault, 1977). Some argue that the Blue Books’ impact is overstated, with broader economic and demographic shifts also contributing significantly to linguistic decline (Morgan, 2005). This demonstrates that cultural change cannot be attributed to one single policy alone.
Practices such as the Welsh Not were used in schools from the late 19th to early 20th centuries to punish children for speaking Welsh. This illustrates that teachers and school staff shaped children’s language experiences even before formal policy. The Education Acts of 1870, 1918, and 1944 institutionalised English only teaching, further reducing the use of Welsh (May, 2012). These ats reflected a UK-wide drive for standardisation, placing Welsh children in a system designed for England with little recognition of cultural or linguistic diversity. These reforms were also interpreted differently at local level, revealing early examples of uneven implementation that foreshadow contemporary challenges (Lipsky, 1980; Lindblom, 1959).
Although children’s material conditions improved in the mid-20th century, their cultural and linguistic rights continued to be largely overlooked. Policies reflected English priorities because Wales did not have its own political voice at the time, highlighting how even well-intentioned reforms could reinforce inequalities (Chaney, 2015; Morgan, 2005). Attitudes toward Welsh began to change in the latter half of the 20th century, often prompted by symbolic events such as the Tryweryn Valley flooding in 1965, which displaced a Welsh-speaking community to supply water for Liverpool (Humphreys, 2008). This event sparked cultural activism, including campaigns by Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, which sometimes used civil disobedience to demand language rights. While this raised awareness, critics argued that the movement focused on cultural issues more than wider social inequalities (Day, 2002).
Legislation reflected these changes. The Welsh Language Act 1967 granted limited rights to use Welsh in public life, while the 1993 Act put Welsh and English on equal terms in theory (Thomas and Jones, 2018). Both acts lacked strong enforcement, so practical change was inconsistent (Williams, 2000). Bourdieu’s (1991) idea of linguistic capital helps explain this: Welsh gained symbolic importance, but structural inequalities limited its everyday use.
This progression demonstrates policy incrementalism (Lindblom, 1959), with each act and cultural campaign representing gradual, cumulative adjustments rather than radical reform. These small steps gradually shaped the policy landscape, but also created a pattern of slow, uneven progress.
Devolution was a turning point. The Government of Wales Act 1998 created the National Assembly for Wales, giving it authority over education, community development, and language policy (Jones and Scully, 2012). This allowed Wales to develop policies focused on social justice, cultural identity, and community. However, limited funding meant ambitious language policies were not always fully achievable (Chaney, 2015), showing that devolution alone does not guarantee success.
The Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011 conferred official status on Welsh, introduced statutory standards for public bodies, and established the office of the Welsh Language Commissioner (Welsh Government, 2011). Although a major step forward, it mainly focused on public institutions and did less to reverse language decline at community level (Williams, 2000). Tollefson (2013) notes that symbolic policies do not automatically change daily language use without wider social support.
In the 21st century, Welsh language policy has become a broad strategy for cultural sustainability. Cymraeg 2050: A Million Welsh Speakers sets goals across early years, education, workforce development, digital infrastructure, and community planning (Welsh Government, 2017). It positions children as active participants in keeping the language alive, reflecting James and Prout’s (1997) view of children as social actors. However, shortages of Welsh-medium teachers, uneven regional provision, and post-pandemic challenges raise doubts about the strategy’s feasibility (Jones, 2020).
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) embeds Welsh language and culture across all areas of learning, presenting Welsh as central to the “ambitious, capable learner” and “ethical, informed citizen” (Welsh Government, 2022). Implementation varies across local authorities: some schools are well-prepared for bilingual teaching, while others face resource shortages (Estyn, 2023; Education Workforce Council, 2024). This mismatch illustrates a broader pattern where national ambition continues to outpace local capacity.
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 made cultural well-being, including the Welsh language, a legal responsibility for public bodies. While widely praised, its broad scope makes accountability difficult (Davies, 2019), raising questions about its impact on children’s everyday language experiences.
Current challenges, including growing community diversity and post-pandemic decline in Welsh use among children, show that policy alone cannot prevent the continued decline of Welsh as a minority language. In 2021, only 17.8% of people aged three and over in Wales reported being able to speak Welsh, down from 19.0% in 2011, with the steepest declines among children aged 3–15 (Office for National Statistics, 2022). Estimates from the Annual Population Survey indicate that everyday Welsh use remains fragile with downward trends continuing across recent years (Welsh Government, 2025).
Lipsky’s (1980) concept of street-level bureaucracy emphasises that the daily decisions of teachers, early-years practitioners, and community workers shape how policy is experienced. These frontline interpretations help explain persistent variation in children’s Welsh-language experiences.
Similar issues are observed internationally. In New Zealand, Māori-medium provision faces teacher shortages and resource limitations, demonstrating that minority-language policy success depends on both national strategy and local implementation (Ministry of Education, 2025; Teaching and Learning Research Initiative [TLRI], 2024).
Building on this historical context, this section explores current Welsh-language policy, focusing on how its developed, who is involved, and how national strategies are put into practice.
Understanding how Welsh language policy is shaped and implemented requires examining the key stakeholders, policy tools used, and the realities of implementation in everyday practice. Policy development is not linear, instead it emerges through negotiation between political priorities, institutional capacity, and practitioner judgement (Lindblom, 1959; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003). The policy-cycle model proposed by Howlett and Ramesh (2003) helps to trace this process by highlighting the relationship between agenda-setting, formulation, implementation, and evaluation.
A range of stakeholders influence Welsh-language policy. Welsh Government sets national priorities and allocates resources through strategies such as Cymraeg 2050, which aims to expand Welsh-medium provision and increase everyday language use (Welsh Government, 2024). The Welsh Language Commissioner regulates statutory standards and monitors compliance, while researchers and academic advisors contribute evidence on bilingual pedagogy and early-years acquisition. Organisations such as Mudiad Meithrin support early-years provision and workforce development particularly through programmes such as Cam wrth Gam and Estyn feeds evaluative insights back into policy refinement. Estyn’s most recent report notes that roughly 30% of schools in Wales provide Welsh-medium education, a proportion that has remained largely unchanged (Estyn, 2023), highlighting the slow pace of expansion despite strategic ambition.
Policy instruments illustrate how government seeks to enact change. Hood’s (1986) framework highlights the use of regulatory tools (e.g., the Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011), economic tools (funding for training, Welsh-medium settings, and childcare initiatives), and informational tools (curriculum guidance, awareness campaigns, and professional learning). These instruments aim to shape organisational behaviour and public attitudes. However, their effectiveness depends on local capacity, regulatory standards cannot deliver change where workforce shortages or budget constraints restrict implementation (Lipsky, 1980; Fixsen et al., 2005)
The move from policy to practice is largely driven by everyday practitioners. Teachers, early-years staff, and community workers exercise discretion in interpreting policy, demonstrating Lipsky’s (1980) theory of street-level bureaucracy particularly relevant. Their decisions shaped by workload, training, and local context determines children’s opportunities to experience Welsh language can vary significantly between settings. Discourse analysis also helps explain this variation: policy texts often contain ambiguous or aspirational language, using modal verbs and softening strategies that allow flexibility but also create uncertainty in interpretation (Tannen, 2001; Fairclough, 2003)
Structural constraints further shape implementation. Funding fluctuations driven partly by the Barnett Formula limit local authority capacity to invest in new Welsh-medium provision (Chaney, 2015).  Workforce shortages represent one of the most persistent barriers; only around a third of the teaching workforce reports Welsh-language ability, and fewer still work in Welsh-medium posts (Education Workforce Council, 2024). These shortages restrict expansion plans regardless of national policy intent. As a result, access to Welsh-medium education remains uneven, with regional disparities reflecting demographic patterns and resource distribution rather than policy ambition (Education Workforce Council, 2024; Estyn, 2023)  Applying the WCPP framework highlights that these implementation challenges are not incidental, but reflect the importance of early attention to context, stakeholder engagement, and structured support mechanisms in ensuring policy success (Baan et al., 2023).
Despite these challenges, there are clear examples of effective practice. Wales currently has 442 Welsh-medium schools, and many communities maintain strong linguistic ecosystems through collaboration between schools, early-years providers, and voluntary organisations such as Mudiad Meithrin (Welsh Government, 2024). These partnerships create continuity of language use from early childhood onwards. However, unintended consequences persist, some non-Welsh speaking families report practical or linguistic barriers to enrolling their children in Welsh-medium settings, and local recruitment challenges can undermine consistency across regions (Welsh Government, 2024; Jones, 2025).
The interaction between national strategy and local delivery highlights tensions between ambition and feasibility. Theories such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological system and implementation gap research (Fixsen et al., 2005) help explain this mismatch. While national frameworks such as Cymraeg 2050 and the Curriculum for Wales articulate clear long-term goals, real-world implementation depends on practitioners’ skills, the strength of community networks, and the availability of resources. These interconnected layers affect how children experience policy in their daily lives.
Several enablers support effective implementation. The Curriculum for Wales embeds Welsh language and culture across all Areas of Learning and Experience and aligns with UNCRC Article 30, reinforcing children’s rights to access their cultural language (Welsh Government, 2022). Community networks, including Mudiad Meithrin, extend opportunities for Welsh use beyond the classroom. Funding initiatives and digital learning platforms also support both workforce development and learner engagement.
At the same time, barriers remain significant. Shortages of Welsh-medium teachers, uneven regional provision, translation workload associated with curriculum material, policy overload, and varying parental attitudes continue to constrain progress (Estyn, 2023; Education Workforce Council, 2024). These barriers help explain why expansion of Welsh-medium schooling has plateaued despite national commitment.
Overall, translating Welsh-language policy into everyday practice requires a balance of strategic clarity, adequate investment, and strong practitioner support. Continuous evaluation, realistic expectations, and responsive policy design are essential to ensure that national ambitions translate into meaningful, equitable access to Welsh-medium education and community life.
[bookmark: _Hlk215759242]This section explores how Welsh-language policy positions children, families, and communities, and how underlying ideological assumptions influence policy priorities, perceptions, and outcomes. Historically, children were positioned as passive recipients of education and policy, particularly during the 19th and early 20th centuries, when assimilationist approaches, such as the Blue Books and English-only schooling, cast Welsh-speaking families as deficient (Williams, 2000; May, 2012). This deficit view reflected broader social and political ideologies privileging English language, modernity, and productivity over cultural and linguistic diversity.
Contemporary policy frames children and communities differently. Strategies such as Cymraeg 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017) and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) position children as active cultural agents, recognising their role in sustaining language and culture (James and Prout, 1997; Jones, 2020). This aligns with Rogoff’s (2003) concept of the sociocultural construction of childhood, which views children as active participants in culturally meaningful practices, learning through engagement with family, peers, and community. This ideological shift aligns with broader social movements that value children’s rights, agency, and participation. The UNCRC underpins this perspective, reinforcing children’s entitlement to engage meaningfully in decisions that affect their learning and cultural development (Welsh Government, 2022). Globally, children are increasingly understood as active rights-holders and cultural participants. In New Zealand, for example, Māori-medium education positions children as key agents in sustaining linguistic identity, reflecting wider international trends that align with the Welsh approach.
Families remain central to policy success. Children’s language experiences are shaped not only by formal education but also by the home environment and community networks. Engagement with parents and caregivers is crucial, particularly in areas where Welsh is not the dominant community language. Mudiad Meithrin and other voluntary organisations bridge schools and communities, fostering intergenerational language transmission and cultural continuity (Welsh Government, 2024).
Communities themselves are ideological sites where cultural identity and social cohesion intersect (Anderson, 1991; Bourdieu, 1991). Policies emphasising bilingualism and cultural sustainability frame communities as custodians of heritage, tasked with supporting children’s language development and embedding Welsh into everyday life (Welsh Government, 2017; Jones, 2020) Yet, ideological tension persists, and national ambitions sometimes conflict with local realities, including workforce shortages, non-Welsh-speaking families, and uneven regional provision. These tensions reflect the gap between aspirational policy and practice, and the ongoing negotiation of power, resources, and cultural capital at the community level (Lipsky, 1980; Bourdieu, 1991)
The role of ideology also extends to professional practice. Practitioners navigate competing discourses: delivering statutory requirements, supporting children’s rights, and promoting cultural identity within limited resources (Lipsky, 1980; Fairclough, 2003). Schön’s (1983) concept of reflective practice highlights the need for cultural awareness and reflexivity in teaching and community work. Practitioners’ values, beliefs, and language competence directly influence children’s experiences of Welsh-medium education, highlighting the intersection of ideology and street-level decision-making (Lipsky, 1980).
Comparative international perspectives reinforce these observations. In New Zealand, Māori-medium education faces similar ideological and practical challenges: balancing national language revitalisation goals with community capacity, workforce availability, and family engagement (TLRI, 2024; Ministry of Education, 2025). This demonstrates that the successful enactment of minority-language policy requires alignment between political ideology, community values, and practical implementation, reinforcing lessons applicable to Wales.
In conclusion, ideology strongly shapes how children, families, and communities are perceived and engaged in Welsh-language policy. Shifts from assimilationist, deficit-oriented views to rights-based, participatory approaches illustrate a broader cultural and political transformation. Children are now recognised as active agents, families as enablers, and communities as custodians of cultural heritage. However, the persistent gap between policy aspirations and local practice demonstrates that ideology alone cannot ensure equitable outcomes; implementation, resources, and practitioner expertise remain crucial.
These policy frameworks and ideological positions have significant implications for professional practice, particularly for practitioners responsible for implementing Welsh-language policy within early years, education, and community settings
Welsh-language policy places practitioners at the heart of implementation, positioning them as key policy actors who translate strategic goals into everyday practice (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003).  Lipsky’s (1980) concept of street-level bureaucracy highlights that teachers, early-years practitioners, and community workers exercise discretion in interpreting and applying policy, meaning that their decisions directly influence children’s experiences of Welsh-medium education and language-rich environments. Practitioners must navigate competing priorities, manage resource constraints, and respond to the unique needs of individual learners, all while upholding policy objectives.
This role requires reflexivity and cultural awareness, as emphasised by Schön (1983). Practitioners need to reflect on their own assumptions, attitudes, and language proficiency to ensure that interactions, teaching strategies, and community engagement support bilingual learning effectively. Understanding the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of children and families allows practitioners to foster inclusion, respect identity, and enhance participation in both educational and community contexts (Schön, 1983; Rogoff, 2003; Fairclough, 2003).
As an internal quality assurance officer at Mudiad Meithrin, I work with the Cam Wrth Gam programme, where all provision and assessment are delivered in Welsh. My role involves checking the standard of work before learners receive recognition of qualified status, conducting training sessions, and leading standardisation meetings for assessors and tutors to ensure consistent quality. A significant challenge is the limited availability of Welsh speaking staff, which can restrict the number of learners we are able to support. Given that Cylch Meithrin settings provide provision through the medium of Welsh, delivering childcare qualifications through the medium of Welsh is essential for maintaining cultural and linguistic continuity. My work therefore directly links policy ambition with practical implementation, ensuring that learners, staff, and the wider community can access and sustain Welsh medium education and training.
Professional development in bilingual pedagogy is a critical enabler for practice. Training programmes, language courses, and ongoing mentoring equip practitioners with the skills and confidence to deliver Welsh-medium education, embed language across the curriculum, and adapt teaching methods to suit different contexts (Welsh Government, 2024). This investment supports the long-term goals of Cymraeg 2050 by ensuring that practitioners can sustain high-quality, culturally responsive provision.
Collaboration with families and communities is equally important. Effective practice recognises the central role of parents and caregivers in reinforcing language use at home and in daily life. Partnerships with voluntary organisations, local authorities, and community networks help to align educational provision with broader cultural and linguistic initiatives, creating continuity for children as they develop bilingual competence (Jones, 2020; Welsh Government, 2024).
Practitioners must balance compliance with child-centred, inclusive practice. While policy frameworks and statutory requirements provide structure and accountability, successful implementation depends on adapting strategies to meet children’s individual needs, preferences, and social contexts. This approach ensures that Welsh-language policy is not only delivered but experienced meaningfully, supporting children as active cultural agents and fostering sustainable engagement with the language and wider community.
In conclusion, Welsh-language policy in Wales reflects a complex interaction of historical legacy, political change, ideological shifts, and everyday practice, with significant implications for children, families, and communities. Practitioners play a central role in translating this policy into equitable, inclusive, and sustainable outcomes, drawing on reflection, cultural awareness, professional skills, and collaboration with families and communities.
From 1847, policy has evolved from assimilationist approaches, exemplified by the Blue Books and English-only schooling, to contemporary strategies such as Cymraeg 2050, the Curriculum for Wales, and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which emphasise rights, bilingualism, and cultural sustainability (Williams, 2000; May, 2012; Welsh Government, 2015; 2024). Children and communities are now recognised as active cultural agents, while families and local networks are central to sustaining the Welsh language and culture (James and Prout, 1997; Jones, 2020).
Implementation has been supported by professional development, digital learning platforms, and community initiatives such as Mudiad Meithrin, yet challenges remain, including workforce shortages, regional disparities, and policy complexity (Estyn, 2023; Education Workforce Council, 2024). International comparisons, for example with Māori-medium education in New Zealand, illustrates that such challenges are not unique, highlighting the importance of linking national strategy with local action (TLRI, 2024; Ministry of Education, 2025).
The future sustainability of Welsh-language policy is contingent upon sustained investment, strategic workforce development, and active community engagement. In my role as an IQA Officer, I operationalise policy ambitions, enabling children to develop as fully bilingual individuals who are confident in their cultural identity and empowered to preserve Wales’ linguistic heritage. Ultimately, the success of Welsh-language policy rests as much on the commitment of practitioners as on the legislative framework itself.
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