The Way We ‘Do’ Welsh Language 
A waste of children’s time? 
Introduction
Instantly, I can imagine that the title has induced a pang of fury within select individuals. 
‘An attack on Welsh culture!’, they cry.
‘He wants to stop us speaking Welsh!’, they cringe. 
‘Every child should speak and learn Welsh, we’re in Wales!’, they wince. 
‘He’s a traitor to his own kind!’, they sob. 
Just wait, save your judgements until the end of this entry and open your minds to the idea that the current system is flawed and that the way the Welsh language is presented to children and young people in the education system is both an insult to them, and the Welsh language. Those that can bear to read on, will be presented with what I dub ‘The Problem of Welsh’ in the Welsh Education System, the injustice it does to children and young people, and my own antidote to what I feel is poisoning children and teachers across Wales. 
Across the semester, we’ve covered a variety of themes pertaining to educational structures, accountability, social policy impacting children and young people and the pressures we’re putting on children and young people. This series of blogs will cover these themes at work in a specific Welsh context. 
How the system works
Now, every child that has traversed the Welsh education system will have some sort of understanding and personal relationship with the Welsh language (Jones, 2016). But to those of you that come from abroad, allow me to break it down for you… 
In Wales, we have English-medium education and Welsh-medium education*. 
At a primary level, those that are subject to Welsh-medium education receive all schooling through the medium of Welsh and are not taught English until Year 3 (age 7) when it becomes a subject in itself, being the only subject taught in English, with English then appearing incidentally throughout other subjects. 
Those that subscribe to English-medium education, receive the whole curriculum through the English language, learning Welsh as a second language in specific Welsh sessions, but being force-fed Welsh vocabulary in other subjects and ‘incidentally’ throughout the day. 
You would think it would develop somewhat in secondary schools, but it absolutely does not, these systems are replicated from Year 7 to Year 11 in both English and Welsh-medium schools (again, for more information, please see DCELLS, 2007). 
Rationale 
As you would imagine, these different structures produce very different results. Welsh-medium schools produce learners that have a degree of fluency in both languages… English-medium schools, absolutely DO NOT. Speaking from both experience and through statistics, learners that endure English-medium education do not leave primary or secondary school fluent in the Welsh language. How can I reach this conclusion? Well firstly, I left secondary school in 2014 with a ‘B’ in GCSE Welsh as a second language, and I am far from fluent. Though it might be hearsay, colleagues and friends of mine who went on to study A-Level Welsh as a second-language, attest to also being far from fluent, claiming they are unable to hold a fluent conversation in Welsh, citing only an expertise in Welsh poetry (*sigh*). 
*There are actually 5 official government-prescribed categories of schooling with regards to English and Welsh medium primary schools (e.g. dual stream schools), but they describe mainly the Welsh to English balance within the school, the overall educational structure is still the same in all schools, see Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (DCELLS), 2007, pp. 8-10)
‘2014?! That was years ago!’ I hear you cry! Alas, from 2016-19 I trained as a teacher, visiting and teaching in 6 different Primary schools, and our approach to the Welsh language is virtually identical to what it was in the early 2000s when I attended Primary school. We haven’t come very far at all. 
And, though it kills me to have to use a statistic from 9 years ago, in 2011 (we are well overdue another census) only 19% of the population claimed they were fluent in the Welsh language (Office for National Statistics, 2012); due to the crudely low number of Welsh-medium schools both now and at that time, we can only presume that most (if not all) of those people were produced there. More recently, an Annual Population Survey of Wales (Statistics for Wales, 2020) boasted 857,600 Welsh speakers , up from the 2011 census’ 562,000, but I haven’t said that there wouldn’t be an increase, this blog is about why that increase will be painfully slow, and that any increase at all is merely circumstantial and not a result of Welsh Government actions. 
So, here’s the deal, children in English-medium schools are enduring hours, upon hours, upon hours of pointless Welsh tuition that clearly isn’t practical or useful in modern Wales or even the World; do we stop wasting our children’s time, scrap Welsh in English-medium schools (surely the point of learning a language for 13 years (Nursery-Year 11) would be to leave education fluent in it?) and spend these countless hours on more pressing matters like Health and Well-Being? Financial literacy? Home Economics? Cookery? Things people have been complaining that the education system has been lacking for years. 
OR, do we ‘do’ Welsh better? But to ‘do’ it better, we must accept that our ways are flawed and work to improve them. So, what’s wrong with them at the moment, and how are we going to make it better?
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To aid in understanding how these issues contribute to our Welsh problem in Wales, I have crafted an academic model (right) that I will use to structure this explanation. We see the figure ‘19%’ enclosed in a red triangle, each point of the triangle being labelled with the three key factors that have slowed the progression of the Welsh language ‘Curriculum’, Teachers’ and ‘Attitudes’ (this being attitudes to the Welsh language), the triangle shape has been chosen to symbolise each factor leading to or being a result of another, as you will come to notice. The entire thing is enclosed in a green circle, representing the ‘Environment’, meaning the sociocultural position of Wales over the past 20 years. 
We’ll start at the centre of the model, 19%, the number of fluent Welsh speakers in Wales in 2011. This is the lifeblood of our problem, fewer Welsh speakers mean fewer Welsh teachers, fewer Welsh families who speak Welsh at home, less demand for Welsh resources, less motivation to speak Welsh due to there being no benefit or demand to speak it. This figure perpetuates the problem, it’s undoubtably the catalyst of this whole model, our lack of Welsh speakers has made things a lot harder. This is not the place to go into reasons why the figure is so low, it’s a historical back and forth in which Welsh ended up being banned in all schools until decades, then schools had the option but chose not to teach it because ‘English’ was the language of success (Elfed-Owens, 1996; Evans, 1989), and so on and so-forth, we ended up where we did. Our answers here, lie not in the past, but in the here and now.

Curriculum
Moving on, at the very tip of the triangle, we have ‘curriculum’. This refers specifically to the curriculum that teachers in English-medium schools use to teach Welsh as a second language (find it here https://hwb.gov.wales/storage/535c1f8f-5b2f-4243-a232-e669a3ec6a0b/welsh-second-language-in-the-national-curriculum.pdf) (Welsh Government, 2015). Note, that absolutely nowhere in this document, does it mention that learners in Key Stage 2 (KS2) should be demonstrating or targeting any level of ‘fluency’ in the Welsh language; this appears only in the Key Stage 3 (KS3) portion of this curriculum. Not only does this fly in the face of the immensely large amount of literature pertaining to child-development and language acquisition (believe me, it’s enough to sink a ship – if Chomsky had been on the Titanic, it wouldn’t have left Southampton!) (Ghasemi & Hashemi, 2011; Chomsky, 2006; Crystal, 2003; Bernhardt, 1992; Vygotsky, 1962; Skinner, 1957; Piaget, 1923) that all opine (in one way or another) that the best time to acquire a new language is when you’re a young child. We subject children to 8 years of Welsh language education and we don’t expect them to have any degree of fluency by the end of it? Outrageous! Particularly when we have such high standards of children when it comes to Literacy and Numeracy, expecting children to be numerate and literate by Year 7, seeing as their respective curriculums are designed to only build on skills picked up in KS2 (Department for Education & Skills (DfES), 2016a; DfES, 2016b). The curriculum needs re-adjusting, higher expectations of teachers and learners, a broader range of vocabulary, more teaching of specific sentence structures and an actual continuum of progression. To put it into perspective, I was taught how to talk about my holiday in Year 6… when I sat my second-language Welsh GCSE exam in Year 11, a portion of the paper asked me to write about my holiday… what is that all about? But of course, I am of the mind that the curriculum is deliberately set up this way, to accommodate teachers who are unable to speak Welsh. 

Teachers
Bringing us to the next factor, the ability of teachers in English-medium schools. Of course, it is very fashionable these days to blame teachers for everything; teachers could teach children flight, telekinesis and telepathy, and Estyn or Ofsted would still stick an ‘adequate’ label on their forehead and move along to the next school. But you cannot have teachers who cannot speak a language themselves, teaching it. You wouldn’t send your child to a school where the teachers couldn’t count or to piano lessons with an instructor that cannot play the piano… It’s simply a folly. But what I’m pointing out is not the fault of teachers, for in my opinion, there is very little they can do about the fact they can’t speak Welsh. Sure, there are sabbatical schemes (Cardiff University, 2020; Bangor University, 2020; University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), 2018) but to force teachers to leave work and undertake a sabbatical scheme seems very inappropriate when they are already facing financial burdens (Busby, 2019), immense stress that comes with increased workloads and lack of funding (Whitewick, 2019) and a new curriculum to worry about and wade through for the next decade (Williams, 2020). Teachers are but a product of this model, a lot of them went through an education system that valued Welsh less so than the one I went through did. We know that teacher subject-knowledge is important (Furlong, 2015; Shulman, 1986) but expecting them to find the time to become fluent enough to teach a curriculum for fluency? Unreasonable! Even if teachers were fluent themselves, they’d still be teaching using an unfit curriculum and thinking that forcing a child to say by rote ‘Can I go to the toilet please?’ in Welsh, is progress… It’s not!

Attitudes 
This is by far the vaguest section of the model, it is very difficult to ‘prove’ beyond my personal experience the attitude every person in Wales has to the Welsh language, but I can try! Being from the Deep South of Wales (the ‘Valleys’), I feel I can testify that Welsh is very much at the bottom of the list for most people where I’m from, we have 1 Welsh primary school and 1 Welsh secondary school in our area and we don’t go far beyond that, in the 2011 census (StatsWales, 2011) (urgh!), only 12.3% of people in my local authority could speak Welsh, which seems about right when you tally up the English-medium to Welsh-medium school ratio. So naturally, a lot of people in places like mine, do not see the value of Welsh, there is no point to it, they can’t use it at home, at work or amongst themselves, it acts to them as a barrier more than anything else, and being forced to endure hours upon hours of Welsh lessons from a shoddy curriculum, at times by a teacher that isn’t fluent in the language, can result in the manifestation of negative attitudes towards the language. 
On the other hand, it has been put forward that the reason people avoid speaking Welsh is that they fear they will look foolish or be judged for their Welsh skills (Statistics Wales, 2018). And on that note, I have encountered a large number of people in my life who felt that fluent Welsh-speakers ‘look down’ on second-language speakers and at times will demonstrate a level of hostility towards them. Elaborating further, having befriended and worked with Welsh-medium speakers, there is even a shocking divide within the fluent speaker sphere, it seems that there are a lot of fluent Welsh speakers who will refuse to speak Welsh because they fear that their Welsh ‘isn’t good enough’, even though they have been educated through the medium of Welsh. Of course, the way that these people feel could actually be but a fantasy; yes, there could be a lot of judgemental fluent Welsh speakers out there, but I know there are even more wonderful, supportive and enthusiastic Welsh speakers out there! Regardless, positive attitudes to learning anything (including language) are absolutely key, and the wonderful woman herself, Professor Carol Dweck has ensured that there is a wealth of reading on this subject (‘Mindset: The New Psychology of Success’ (Dweck, 2007) is one of her best works in my opinion, and it’s cheap on Amazon at the moment - https://www.amazon.com/Mindset-Psychology-Success-Carol-Dweck/dp/0345472322/ref=as_li_ss_tl?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1450448638&sr=1-1&linkCode=sl1&tag=acttheimp-20&linkId=ab36b958e0622ec0478d00572e215aed or she loves to chat about her work on numerous platforms, try a TedTalk - https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve/discussion (Dweck, 2014)). As I say, regardless of the reality, these negatives attitudes will continue to slow the Welsh language if we don’t address the current state of Welsh in our education system. 

Environment 
So, as we’ve said, Wales has a shortage of Welsh speakers and we acknowledge that there are a lot of families who do not speak Welsh at home. As far as learning Welsh as a second language goes, this is MASSIVE. What this means is that learners in English-medium schools (and some in Welsh-medium schools) do not have opportunities to speak and practise Welsh at home, now remember our friends from before? Ghasemi & Hashemi (2011), Chomsky (2006) Crystal, (2003), Bernhardt (1992) Vygotsky, (1962); Skinner (1957) and Piaget (1923) all come back in force because they all agree on the notion that the more language a child is exposed to and engages with, the better that language develops. Though they all have different theories as to why (Bernhardt with his ideas on immersion, Chomsky believing exposure to language will bring out the innate ability of the child, Vygotsky suggesting that the more they hear the more they’ll construct to shape their idea of the world and Skinner emphasising the importance of correction etc.), I imagine they would all agree that children not being able to practise Welsh at home will have a massive impact on both their development and attitudes. 
As well, we know that the involvement of parents and the homelife has an enormous impact on children’s development in anything (Bhoje, 2015; Department for Schools, Children and Families, 2008; Malaguzzi, cited in Pound, 2006, p. 52; Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1998) and with this, parents have an inability to even support their children with both current Welsh homework and anything new that the government might implement. Oracy is already spoken for (above) but even with reading, parents are unable to read at home with their children and effectively instruct and scaffold, the implication for young children not reading at home, it is suggested, is an inability to access the wider Welsh curriculum (Aslan, 2016; Donaldson, 2015). Not to mention, in 2019 there were 34,995 EAL (English as an Additional Language) learners in the Welsh education system (StatsWales, 2019), though it is difficult to know for sure, you have to wonder how many of those learners have parents/guardians who are only fluent in their native tongue… how can we put upon them the expectation of being fluent in Welsh? How can we put that pressure on teachers? Our current system sets to pointlessly ram random Welsh words and sentence structures down children’s throats, not paying credence to the fact that some children can barely speak English. 
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The Way We ‘Do’ Welsh Language
A Conclusion and Suggestion 
Currently, the Welsh Government has had the absolute cheek (as far as I’m concerned!) to request 1 million speakers by 2050 (Welsh Language Division, 2017) (unlikely, also as far as I’m concerned) and demand a ‘thriving Welsh Language’ in their Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015a), but have done very little to actually achieve it and remember what I said before about teachers? If anybody will get the blame for not hitting this target, it’ll be them! Welsh Government have set out to hit this target by launching the sabbatical scheme (mixed reviews), building more Welsh-medium schools (Welsh Government, 2015b), removing the term ‘second-language’ from the curriculum (EducationExecutive, 2019) (*sigh*) and rolling out language schemes that still focus on very basic and non-transferable Welsh (Welsh Government, 2019). What about Donaldson, you ask? Yes, what about Donaldson. We see Welsh in the ‘Language, Literacy and Communication’ Area of Learning and at the moment, it looks a lot like it’s been lumped in with English, with no specific instruction on what to teach or who is going to teach it (Welsh Government, 2020) (only 32.5% of teachers in Wales can speak Welsh, and as you’d imagine, most of these are in Welsh-medium schools (Haggett, 2013)). I don’t think anyone can say what that is going to look like just yet, but it looks like learners in Wales are going to be introduced to classical language and British Sign-Language (let’s hope these don’t end up in their own models decades from now!). 
How should we ‘do’ it? Honestly? I have no clue (and I’m not afraid to say it!). English-medium teachers will have to keep soldiering on but ultimately, it is Welsh-medium schools that will have to step up to the plate. They have the resources to produce bilingual learners, they’re going to have to start sharing them. Though, I have devised a little plan that I think my help our situation, it’ll far from solve it, but it aligns itself more with what I’ve presented in these blogs, unlike what Welsh Government have done. 
We could… 
*We must begin in Year 3 as WM schools do not teach English below this*
- Assign each EM school in Wales a WM school. 
- Evoke an arrangement between both schools in which the EM school regularly visits and undertakes activities in WM school. 
- The WM school takes responsibility for the Welsh in the EM school, collaborating with EM teachers. 
- Each class is linked with its respective class in that school (e.g. Year 3), assigning ‘buddies’ and regularly undertaking Welsh lessons together. 
- This relationship continues throughout primary and secondary school. 
Though certainly NOT perfect and granted, full of holes (more work for WM schools, practicality issues with the low number of WM schools etc.) but it would allow EM learners to see Welsh used frequently and in practical contexts by those who are able to do so, engage with people of their own age (I was 18 when I met my first fluent Welsh speaker who wasn’t over 30) in their native tongues and give them some level of motivation to want to speak Welsh. If the government really wants to keep building more WM schools to hit that figure by 2050, this could one day be the reality. 
But until then, are we not just wasting children’s time?
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