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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.

The article Non-native English Students Learning in English explores how English is learnt as a second language within the Philippines. In turn, the ideas explored can be used to develop the Welsh language in the English-medium sector. The publication of this article is credible with both authors working within the linguistic field (De La Salle University, 2017). Recent statistics suggest that one in three learners are bilingual (Wei, 2000 cited in Byers-Heinlein and Lew-Williams, 2013, p.95), therefore, Turnball (2017) perceives that educational settings have made adaptions to their pedagogies to assist their development. The article notes that learners within the Philippines develop fluency within both languages. Conversely, Baker (2011) promotes the idea that it is unusual for learners to develop proficiency in both languages, but learners will use two languages dependent on its purpose. Bloomfield (1933, cited in García, 2009, p.44) agrees to this such that bilingual learners will use two or more languages every day. Research advocates that bilingualism enhances the cognitive ability of young people and can have a positive effect on their academic performance (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011; García, 2009). Donaldson (2015) asserts that learning an additional language will enhance opportunities within the workplace for young people. Bilingualism is a key aspect of the Welsh curriculum, with an aim to achieve one million speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017). A study conducted by The Guardian (2011) highlights the significance of raising the population of Welsh language speakers with the Welsh language being ‘vulnerable’. Therefore, the Welsh Government may invest adapting successful approaches to develop its language. 

One of the themes raised by the article is the teaching and learning method which develops the learner’s native and second language. With different types of bilingualism, García (2009) highlights the range of methods that can support the development of a second language. The prominent dynamic method of Content and Language Integrated Leaning (CLIL) used within European schools has increased the learner’s fluency, motivation and performance (Pérez Cañado, 2012; Dalton-Puffer, 2008). Hopwood et al. (2018) and Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) assert that the combination of two languages within all areas of the curriculum support the learner’s plurilingual understanding. Furthermore, Coyle, Hood and Marsh (2010) and Baker (2011) coincides with this learning process and highlight that linguistic competence comes as a result of the use of language within a natural learning environment. Cummins (2000) initiates that learners are required to learn a variety of languages for informal and academic settings to support their bilingual development; Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). Practitioners within English-medium sectors develop the learners’ BICS through incidental Welsh, yet, it is very rare for learners to develop CALP (WG, 2012). Practitioners lack subject knowledge, do not encourage learners to use the Welsh language beyond the classroom, and do not allocate enough time for Welsh (Estyn 2007; 2013). Thus, the Welsh-medium sector has been considered the only means to promote the Welsh language effectively (WG, 2012). However, due to a lack of resources and training received by educational systems, this approach may be portrayed as weak (García, 2009; Coyle, Hood and Marsh, 2010). 

Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011) states that learners are likely to develop effective communication only when learners understand the skills and information provided. Alternatively, Richards and Rodgers (2001) suggest that learners are only taught the simple skills in order to thrive within examinations, therefore, with learners expected to learn different sentence patterns, most learners are not competent in holding meaningful conversations (Estyn, 2007). However, observations from placement complies with the opinion of Gardner and Wanger (2004) who assert that learners are able to make connections with non-verbal and verbal cues to develop an understanding on a language. Nevertheless, this depended on the practitioners’ capability such that learners in Wales underperform in comparison to those in the Philippines as a result of practitioners limiting the amount of incidental Welsh and in many cases relying on technological resources to aid their Welsh (Estyn, 2013). Baker (2011) and Hornberger (2008) emphasises the importance of education as schooling becomes the principle means of producing more speakers when there is a shortfall of language in the family. Donaldson (2015) outlines the opportunity to increase the use of Welsh outside of the classroom which complements the Welsh Government’s (2017) aim to create favorable conditions to access the Welsh language. One question that needs to be asked, however, is whether implementing a new curriculum will encompass better Welsh standards. It is clear to see that the Welsh Government fails to analyse the effectiveness of the curriculum and make changes when necessary as the government took ten years to eradicate the Welsh short course examination despite its failure (ITV News, 2014). 

Another theme raised by the article underlines that practitioners within the Philippines act as good role models (Gaerlan, 2009, cited in Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011, p. 5). Modeling good language is crucial as the article reflects that learning is the involvement of cognitive processes in which involve from different sources such as the practitioner (ibid.). This might not be the case in Wales as numerous authors have recently suggested that the standard of Welsh is inadequate and is currently the worst subject taught with only one in ten schools reaching excellent improvements (Estyn, 2013; WG, 2013). Practitioners do not provide learners the opportunity to use or hear the language frequently, lack the confidence to teach beyond the Foundation Phase and there is no consistency throughout the school (ibid.). Personal observations highlight that trainee or planning preparation and assessment practitioners are often encouraged to deliver Welsh lessons and as a result, the permanent teacher does not develop their own Welsh skills. Cosslett (2019) enforces that confidence is one of the key barriers to the delivery of Welsh language with a continuum of Welsh speakers. With contrasting views to define a Welsh speaker, individuals often underestimate their own ability as a result of comparing their ability against others (ibid.). Therefore, in order to overcome these barriers, the Welsh Government intends to increase the amount of primary school practitioner who are able to speak Welsh confidently by 2031 (WG, 2017).  When a language is frequently used by the practitioner, learners are likely to develop an understanding of the Welsh language (Lighbown and Spada, 2013). On the other hand, a number of schools have shown good practice towards the language as most learners within the school can fluently use the Welsh language with confidence (Estyn, 2018). This is as a result of the practitioner communicating bilingually in their lessons with confidence (ibid.). Thus, Estyn (2013) highlights that local authorities should share good practice with their authority to ensure that the level of Welsh within schools increase. However, the Welsh Government (2017) and Estyn (2018) attempts to acknowledge that this approach to develop the Welsh language will only be successful with further training implemented.  

Research by Hopwood et al. (2018) highlights that practitioners during the year 2002 were provided up to three years of training in order to develop their Basque literacy and language competency. Unlike the Welsh Government, the Basque Government highly funds their education system as their education minister reports that “education is key to keeping our culture” (Coughlan, 2016). However, it is evident to see a shortfall of training provided to practitioners in Wales as Estyn (2013) disclosed that the training provided to practitioners is dependent on the school’s location. Currently, the Welsh Government funds a Sabbatical Course which is aimed to improve and support practitioners to confidently administer lessons through the medium of Welsh (Bangor University, 2019). Reports by the Welsh Government (2014) and Estyn (2013) convey that this method of training has helped schools develop their school ethos and have increased the use of incidental Welsh within the classroom. With the increase of bilingual education, García (2009) concurs that it is difficult to find competent bilingual practitioners, thus, training is critical to develop their Welsh skills. Despite this course offering different entry levels to meet the practitioners’ abilities of Welsh, Estyn (2013) highlights that only a small number of primary school practitioners attended this short course of up to eleven weeks. Not only this, personal findings disclose that the support provided to practitioners following the course is nonexistent. In this case, the Welsh Government would appear to be over-ambitious in its claim to achieve one million speakers by 2050 through education and training alone (WG, 2017). Nevertheless, it has been acknowledged that every individual is fundamental to influence a rise in the number of Welsh speakers by underlining six different strategic areas (WG, 2012; 2013). Moreover, in order to sustain the number of Welsh speakers, the Government requires to create clear aims in its development. 

Within the article, Gaerlan (2009, cited in Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011, p.5) identifies how social factors can influence the performance of learners. By utilizing a Consensual Qualitive Research (CQR) approach, he identified that the majority of families within the Philippines support the linguistic development of their second language (ibid). However, the research approach of CQR may be portrayed as weak as it is time consuming and with the combination of different sections, findings may be difficult (Hill et al., 2005). Nevertheless, the Welsh Government (2012) agrees with the idea that their linguistic development is determined by their environment. The report found that Welsh is not transferred through generations as households often influence the perception of future generations (ibid). In order to develop a language, Baker and García (2007) suggest that learners are required to develop a positive attitude towards both languages which may be difficult when considering opinions of their family members. Within the Philippines, it has been noted that parental influence in developing personal and social skills in English, in order to access higher education, is essential for many individuals which contrasts the opinions of several parents in Wales (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011). A survey implemented by the Welsh Government (2018) found that a positive attitude towards further developing the Welsh language was shown by Welsh speakers in comparison to non-Welsh speakers. Similarly, Harding-Esch and Riley (2003) identifies that parents who are bilingual are likely to support their learners in this matter. In comparison to the Philippines, it is evident that the Welsh Government fails to assure the opportunities brought to bilingual learners as a case study suggests that parents do not require Welsh-medium schools within their local community (Tickle and Morris, 2017). In recent times, families appealed the decision of the community to turn a primary school into a Welsh-medium school and as a consequence, individuals have had to receive education through the medium of English outside their village (ibid.). Recent statistics identify the relationship of learners using the Welsh language in the home and established that learners are likely to underachieve when no additional support is provided outside the classroom environment (Rhys, 2014). 

However, the Welsh Government requires to promote the use of bilingualism to develop a positive attitude towards the Welsh language, to decrease the possibilities of the language’s extinction. Strubell (2011, cited in WG, 2017, p.14), in his Catherine Wheel model, addresses the importance of the relationship between language learning and the services provided which can be implemented to improve the Welsh language. Therefore, provisions have been implemented to encourage child and parental engagement in hope to enhance skills and attitudes simultaneously (CCC, 2017). Hence, the importance of the Welsh Government’s proposal to advise, encourage and support the families of young learners to developing bilingualism is crucial (WG, 2017). Illustrating this, Mudiad Meithrin provides learners the opportunity to receive educational services through the medium of Welsh by learning through play at a young stage (Mudiad Meithrin, 2019). Baker and García (2007) support this ideology as they assert that learning different languages is easier when children are young as language is learnt, not taught. However, it is certain that further funding is required in order to ensure that the aim to support the development of Welsh in young people and their families are met (WG, 2017; Rhys, 2014). Personal observations suggest that provisions are superior within Welsh-medium schools, particularly in Carmarthenshire, therefore, the Welsh Government requires consistency within all schools to develop the number of Welsh speakers.  

To conclude, with regards to the article, implementing Welsh within all areas of the curriculum will encompass better Welsh skills with the ability to use the language daily (Bernard and Gaerlan, 2011; Baker, 2011). However, Rhys (2014) highlights the implication on funding in Wales which in consequence decreases the amount of consistent training received by practitioners. When effective training is administrated, practitioners are likely to develop their confidence and accuracy which in turn can develop the skills of the learners (WG, 2014; Estyn, 2013). Unlike the Philippines, Estyn (2013) suggests that the location of the school is dependent on the support received, therefore, the Welsh Government requires an approach to support the development of every individual in Wales in order to overcome the challenges to obtain a million speakers by 2050 (WG, 2017). Furthermore, Strubell (2011, cited in WG, 2017, P.14) emphasises that language competency is resulted by the use of services and workplaces, hence, when this is provided, families can support the learner’s Welsh development to prevent extinction (WG, 2017). 
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