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If the Basque model were to be adopted in Wales what changes would need to be implemented to the teaching of Welsh in the English-medium sector?

Welsh language has been part of Welsh culture since 400AD (Cymraeg Dysgu, 2018b), despite suffering a large decline in the 20th Century when English became the dominant language.  In the 2011 census,19% of the population spoke Welsh, a drop of 2.8% from 2001 (Mercator, 2014) and representing just under one-fifth of the population.  A nation’s language is linked to their national identity and is what makes them stand out from other nations (Abbassi, 2013). Wales has a strong national identity but Welsh as a second language is still under threat and Davies states that ‘It is undeniably the eleventh hour for Welsh second language’ (Welsh in Education Unit, 2013, p. 1).  To address this, the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) set the target of increasing the number of Welsh speakers by 10%, to one million by 2050 (Welsh Language Division, 2017).  

Much of the Welsh language is taught in schools and in Wales there are two schooling options; learning in Welsh or learning in English.  For children attending Welsh medium schools (WMS), they are immersed in the language, with English not being introduced until Year 3 (Mercator, 2014) and then only as a subject.  Meanwhile, children attending English medium schools (EMS) only use Welsh in subject lessons which may only occur for an hour a week.  Children in WMS therefore gain a stronger link to the language than those in EMS who have limited exposure to the language.  ESTYN (2018a) observed that while many children make progress in Welsh in the Foundation Phase (FP) of EMS, this slows during Key Stage 2 (KS2).  This was not a new observation though and ESTYN (2015, p.41) stated that not only had standards in second language Welsh failed to improve from previous years, but that ‘Pupils do not build on the Welsh they learn in the Foundation Phase and do not use Welsh confidently outside formal Welsh lessons.’  Hopwood et al (2018) agree that despite the best efforts of teachers, most pupils in EMS lack the fluency of their WMS counterparts.

Wales should be a fully bilingual nation due to the teaching of Welsh and English in schools, and in turn this should make it easier to learn further languages as children gain the ability to form links between languages and their grammatical concepts (Tinsley and Board, 2015).  The WAG agrees, stating that bilingualism promotes ‘Cognitive skills, increasing mental agility and broadening speakers ranges of cultural experiences’ (2010, p. 10). However, the current approach to teaching Welsh is viewed as inefficient by some teachers who feel children are only learning surface information rather than the underpinning knowledge of the language, which leaves them lacking knowledge about structure and grammar, making it more challenging as they move through school (Tinsley and Board, 2015) and preventing the development of bilingual children.  A lack of teacher knowledge also plays a part as they model incorrect patterns or lack the confidence to use Welsh, thus causing a ‘Detrimental effect on pupils’ language development’ (ESTYN, 2018b, p. 4).  

With respect to increasing fluency and confidence within education, the WAG laid out plans to revise the curriculum by including ‘One continuum of learning Welsh’ (Welsh in Education Unit, 2013, p. 28) and removing the phrase Welsh second language, thereby giving Welsh the same status as English in the curriculum.  This separation between Welsh and Welsh second language gives the impression that there are two different types of language rather than one language used at different levels (Hopwood et al, 2018) which is misleading to all.  Donaldson (Successful Futures, 2015) supports the importance of a national language in the new curriculum, with Welsh remaining compulsory until 16 and playing a key role in developing bilingualism.  However, he does acknowledge there are shortcomings and that these issues need addressing before children can gain confidence and fluency in the language.  Donaldson recommends WMS provide support to teachers in EMS and a greater focus be placed on oral skills instead of reading and writing as a form of communication.

To address the issues facing the WAG, they looked to the international stage and other countries facing a decline in their national language along with the methods being used to improve the situation.  Hopwood et al (2018) focussed their research on Finland, Fryslân, Ireland and the Basque Autonomous Community (BAC), due to their similarities regarding their national language.  Other groups like Cardiff University (2018), Cymraeg Dysgu (2018a), Tinsley and Board (2015) and McPake et al (2016) have also made links between these countries, but especially the BAC as a model for Wales.

[bookmark: _Hlk534397017]The BAC runs a three-category system for teaching the Basque language and the schools are allocated a category based on the main language of instruction.  Model A schools teach in Spanish with Basque as a subject, which is like the EMS in Wales.  Model B schools teach Spanish and Basque as subjects and up to 40% of the other subjects are taught in Basque with the remaining 60% taught in Spanish.  Model D schools teach in Basque with Spanish as a subject, which is like the WMS in Wales (Hopwood et al, 2018).  As with Welsh, Basque is taught from 3-16 years, however, model A is not available at college level as the children’s fluency should enable them to attend one of the other models (Ó Duibhir et al, 2015).  Schiavone (2015, quoted in South Wales Argus, 2015) believes that Welsh schools should follow the BAC and become ‘Where schools either teach the whole of the curriculum or a substantial part of it through the medium of Welsh’ meaning a focus on model B or D due to their immersion levels.  

The three models of bilingualism in the BAC were established due to the low amount of Basque speaking teachers in 1982, although due to a large investment in teacher education, this number has now increased.  Initially, teachers were given up to 3 years out of school funded training to gain a qualification in the Basque language and between 1981 and 2007, the amount of Basque speaking teachers grew from 20% to nearly 90% (McPake et al, 2016).  Although this initial input has now been reduced, teachers can still attend refresher courses to maintain their fluency (Hopwood et al, 2018) and in 2012, the BAC was spending £60 million annually to promote and develop the Basque language compared to £14 million annually in Wales (Evans, 2012) which is a considerable financial commitment.

For EMS to transition to model B schools in Wales, they would need to change their entire teaching methods to ensure Welsh was used in up to 40% of the lessons.  Teachers would need a similar level of support and investment to raise their Welsh language levels.  Hopkins (2006) advocated intense short courses for teachers while the WAG has made it a priority to increase the number of teachers who can work in bilingual or WMS settings (The Education Directorate, 2017).  One scheme that has already been initiated is a sabbatical programme offered through UWTSD.  Teachers from EMS are offered the opportunity to spend three terms out of the classroom to develop their Welsh skills before returning to school where they are encouraged to take an active role in the promotion and use of Welsh with their colleagues and pupils (UWTSD, 2017).  However, there are limited places and for all staff in EMS to pass through programmes such as these would take considerable time and funding.

This new model would need to be introduced on a rolling programme also, starting with the lowest years and moving upwards as currently pupils at most key stages do not have the understanding or ability to participate in pure Welsh language lessons.  Introducing from nursery and reception is key as children are more receptive to languages when younger while ‘Learning additional languages increases critical thinking skills, creativity and flexibility of the minds in young children’ (Ford, 2014).  However, the Culture Committee and Education and Lifelong Learning Committee (2002) are of the opinion that specific Welsh language lessons would have greater effect in more oral subjects such as PE, Music or Art and would be easier to introduce than for Mathematics or Science.  This is an area that would require further investigation, research and planning before implementing.

[bookmark: _Hlk534462326]Moving EMS to the BAC model B, while challenging, would bring education in line with a content-based language learning (CLIL) approach which promotes learning a language as its goal, rather than learning about a language (Lightbown and Spada, 2013) and supports the method of teaching several subjects in an additional language (García, 2009).  The CLIL approach is based on the principle that learning a second language is more successful when used to acquire information (Richards and Rodgers, 2001), has produced positive results in the BAC for learners of English, Spanish and Basque in model D schools and considers the interests of the pupils’ when planning the content (Hopwood et al, 2018).  CLIL is a whole school approach that allows children to learn a language alongside subject matter in a communicative way that ‘Emphasizes meaningful and authentic communication’ (Baker and Wright, 2017, p. 236). However, this approach again requires teachers to be confident in educating through the medium of a second language.  The CLIL approach is supported by the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), which is an ‘International standard for describing language ability’ (Cambridge Assessment, 2019) and is used to map progression in many European countries and beyond.  Within Wales, the CEFR is only applied to Welsh for Adults’ qualifications and not schools.  Due to the absence of the CEFR in Wales, comparisons of learners’ progress are difficult (Hopwood et al, 2018) and this is an area the WAG may consider exploring.

Taking everything into consideration, the advances the BAC has made in increasing the number of Basque speakers, especially among school age children is impressive and is a good model for Wales to look to.  Considering that Cymraeg Dysgu (2018a) states you only need approximately 600 hours to become fluent in Welsh compared to 1500 hours for Basque, the WAG target of 1 million Welsh speakers by 2050 seems attainable.  Significant funding and training are essential though for all school staff to upskill and as previously stated, any move towards a model B school would need to be introduced on a rolling programme starting in nursery and reception.  The amount of training and ongoing support needed for schools to implement such a model would require a significant financial commitment by the WAG, but if successful, the results could be outstanding for the Welsh language.
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