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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?


In 2017, the Welsh Government (WG) set an ambitious target of reaching one million Welsh speakers by 2050. In the ‘Cymraeg 2050, A million Welsh speakers’ document the former First Minister of Wales Carwyn Jones stated, “Welsh language is one of the treasures of Wales….This is certainly a challenging ambition, but …….necessary if we are to secure the vitality of the language for future generations” (Welsh Government, 2017, p.2). The WG recognises the importance of increasing the number of Welsh speakers in Wales and has conducted and published numerous reports on the topic.  The ‘One language for all’ documented stated, “It is undeniably the eleventh hour for Welsh second language” (Welsh Government, 2013, p.1). It acknowledged that a transformation to restore how the Welsh language must be addressed. Donaldson’s 2014 ‘Successful Futures’ document proposes a new Welsh curriculum which reiterate the importance of the Welsh language as a continuum throughout an individual’s educational journey. The purpose of this essay will be to critically analyse the approach and methods used by the Basque Country to revive the Euskera language. It will suggest what changes the WG would need to implement to the teaching and assessing of Welsh in the English-medium sector in order to increase the number of Welsh speakers in Wales.

In 2018 the University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD) published a report that explored possible ways Wales could approach this challenge. The report researched countries with linguistic characteristics similar to Wales to see if they could adapt the methods and approaches of teaching and assessment used to help develop Welsh language. The four countries in which the researchers felt were most relevant for Wales to consider were the Basque Country, Finland, Fryslân and Ireland. The overall findings were that the Basque Country and Ireland were the most similar to Wales, as in these countries the minority language is regarded as the official or co-official language of the nation-state. (Hopwood et al, 2018). UWTSD report stated that two main areas require further examination, “The relationship between assessment and teaching/learning strategies’ and ‘the mechanisms of mapping the progression of the individual learner.” (Hopwood et al, 2018, p.61).  Recommendation 1 states that there are two areas specifically used in the Basque Country that could be of benefit to the development of Welsh language. Firstly, explore the ‘Perfiles Lingüísticos’, which is a online platform which included four linguistic profiles that state the level of competency required to obtain jobs in the Basque Autonomous Community (Arseti, G. 2018). The system allows all Basque citizens to receive funding to prepare for an examination which takes place outside the school based system. Currently in the Basque Country school based system only the Basque language is assessed and ranked equivalent to a CEFR B2 level the English and Spanish are not. The examinations include ‘reading’ and ‘writing’ at Selectividad, but do not include oral skills. (Hopwood et al, 2018, p.28). The Common European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR) is an international method used to assess learner’s ability in languages which applies to foreign language across Europe (Cambridge Assessment, 2019).

The ‘Welsh for Adults’ qualification is the only Welsh language qualification referenced to the CEFR. There is currently no clear method available for schools to use that compares attainment levels between Welsh and Welsh ‘Second Language’. “As assessment methods place more emphasis on ‘individual learning plans’, teachers need to be confident in using criterion-based scales such as the CEFR” (Hopwood et al, 2018, p.63).  A universal system is essential to guarantee consistency and clarification for learners, teachers and employers when assessing the level of Welsh language. The ‘One language for all’ document ‘Recommendation 10’ states that there are several areas of assessment that require adapting in the revised curriculum which include; new level descriptors, a new full GCSE and removal of the short course GCSE (Welsh Government, 2013, p.29). Future teacher training and resources would also need to coincide with any developments. The Standards for Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) now expect trainee teachers in Wales to be assessed on their ability to use Welsh language during teaching practice. Donaldson (2014) confirms the priority of the WG’s commitment to increasing Welsh speaker and believes Welsh forms a key element of the ‘Languages, literacy and communication Area of Learning and Experience.’ Donaldson report contains 9 recommendations specifically aimed at improvements needed in the teaching and assessing of the Welsh language (Donaldson, 2014, p.60). Donaldson also noted that the learning of Welsh in more positive in the Foundation Phase but this needs to continue into Key stage 2, 3 and 4. The Cymraeg Campus Language Charter is a programme that is trying to tackle this issue.  The Charter that has been piloted in 25 schools provides a clear framework with the main purpose of promoting and increasing the use of Welsh by children in Welsh in English medium schools. It is crucial for the WG to support successful programmes and encourage schools to share good practice with each other.  

The Basque government has supported the recovery of the Euskera language with the introduction of laws and a lot of financial funding. The use of media and technology has contributed to this also. Changing people’s perspective of the Welsh language is not an easy task but could play a vital part in transforming the Welsh educational system. This is evident in the Basque Country which has built an education system that protects it language and has shown that it is possible to create an ambitious generation. Nearly half of Basque resident’s at the working-age possess a qualification at degree level. According to Cristina Uriarte, the educational minister for the Basque government, "Education is the key to keeping our culture," and believes that educating the importance of a strong sense national identity though language and culture is fundamental to their success (Coughlan, 2016). This evidence of the Basque Country success indicates that the learning of culture and language can have a positive long term affect on a nation. The WG needs to emphasise the importance of the inclusion of a Welsh dimension in the education system and make sure all schools focus on Welsh identity and continue to apply Curriculum Cymreig at every stage.  

The second recommended was to meet with the Ikastola CLIL group to discuss the ways in which the curriculum and assessment materials are applied (Hopwood et al, 2018, p.61).  Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), is used to teach a language that is not spoken in the local community or in the school. In the Basque Country the CLIL project is used in Ikastola D-Model schools to teach pupils English. Spanish is not taught in this way as pupils are deemed to have enough exposure to the language in their everyday lives (Hopwood et al, 2018, p.27). If CLIL was to be used in Wales to teach a third language then this would not be appropriate as Welsh is either the first or second language taught in schools. CLIL is not the same as immersion. Immersion programmes are used to teach a language that pupils are exposed to at home, in their school or society.  If CLIC was to be implemented in Wales to teach Welsh in an English-medium school than an increase of Welsh speaking teaching practitioner would be essential. The WG would need to ensure that teachers are trained to have the confidence and ability to teach Welsh at the required level and across more than one subject. It could also learn from the approach taken by Finland which has proved that, “Involving CLIL, highly-trained teachers, an emphasis on ‘learning’ rather than ‘testing’ and the emphasis on formative assessment and individual feedback leads to higher achievement” (Hopwood et al, 2018, p.81).

Wales do not currently use CLIC, although the WG do offer a fully funded immersion course for teaching professionals and teaching assistants known as the ‘Sabbatical Scheme.’ The scheme was originally only offered to Welsh speaking teachers and teaching assistance but was expanded in 2010 to the English-medium school sector. According to Jane Jenkins, a Head teacher at Moorlands Primary School in Cardiff, the course has increased staffs confidence in using Welsh and has benefitted the children by creating a strong Welsh ethos in the school (WAG, 2015). The negatives of the Sabbatical Scheme are; it is only available to qualified practitioners and teaching assistance and spaces avaliable. Including the course in the training of future teachers may also be an area for the WG to consider. A lot more time and investment into this area will be necessary.

The ‘One language for all’ document recognises that the WG have many issues and challenges that need to be addressed, (Welsh Government, 2013, p.18). Recommendation 2 out of 24 in the document states, “Welsh Government to give equal status to Welsh second language within the National Curriculum, ensuring that the subject has the same prominence as the core subjects in performance measures.” Yet how this could be done is not clear and even with the changed set in the new curriculum digital competency has been introduced as core subject not Welsh language. Some primary schools in Wales are already taking the necessary steps needed to support the Governments targets. A report carried out by Etsyn in 2012 at Ysgol Plascrug stated, “Standards in Welsh second language at Plascrug C.P. School, Ceredigion, are excellent, despite less than 1% of pupils coming from homes where Welsh is the main language.”  Evidence of the impact that teacher training had on this schools Welsh language development was clearly seen in the findings of the report, “As a result of prioritising bilingualism in the Foundation Phase, 85% of pupils achieved Outcome 5+ in Welsh second language” (Estyn, 2012).

Luckily for Wales, improvements have already begun. The Government Sabbatical Scheme Schools is showing a positive effect that teachers that attend the course can have on their school, colleagues and pupils. However, the Government could partly fund and extend the availability of this course for all Welsh citizens. Teacher training and the importance of Welsh as a second language in society will be the biggest challenge ahead. The Government need to produce a clear method for schools to follow so that the attainment level of Welsh language for all pupils is consistent. Individuals need to feel confident in using the language in and out of school. The world's movement of people is increasing so it is essential that individuals, future employers and the Welsh society as a whole recognise the benefits of having a multilingual nation. 
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