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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.

In this assignment, I plan to critically respond to some of the themes discussed in the article ‘Non-Native English Students Learning in English’ (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011) and relate them to the teaching of Welsh language in the English-medium sector. The article was written by Allan Bernardo, a professor of Psychology, and Jennifer Gaerlan, a professor of English and Applied Linguistics. Both authors have a keen interest in bilingualism and bilingual education and have written several notable works in the field of psychology (De La Salle University, 2019). The article reviews and reflects upon a number of research projects with a sociolinguistic or psycholinguistic approach to investigate ‘the experiences of bilingual learners, as they undertake learning activities in English, which is a second or foreign language to them’ (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011, p.1). The findings are then ‘discussed in terms of how bilingual learners strategically use their multilingual resources to attain their learning goals’ (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011, p.1). The intended audience of the article is educational researchers and practitioners, teachers of students with English as a second or foreign language, students and any other interested parties. Many of the themes within the article are relatable to the teaching of Welsh in the English-medium sector in Wales. The participants in the article are learning in English when English is not their first language. Children in English-medium schools are currently taught Welsh as an additional language however, the Welsh language is not commonly used as the medium of tuition within the wider-curriculum (StatsWales, 2019a; Welsh Government, 2015a, 2015b)

Defining the term bilingualism can be challenging as the term ‘has different connotations for different people’ (Saunders, 1988, p.7). Bloomfield (1933, p.56) defined bilingualism as having a ‘native-like control of two languages’. However, this definition is restrictive as it overlooks individuals who speak an additional language competently but do not possess a ‘native-like control’. Haugen (1953, p.7) offers a differing viewpoint by suggesting a language learner is bilingual once they ‘can produce complete, meaningful utterances in the other language’. Diebold (1961) further challenges this viewpoint by suggesting a learner is bilingual once they can understand utterances in an additional language even if they are unable to utter anything themselves. These vastly differing definitions demonstrate the potential range of linguistic abilities that can be considered bilingual. Ultimately, bilingualism in its simplest form is having two languages and could be considered a learning continuum where all linguistic abilities are recognised. Welsh government could utilise a framework similar to the Common European Framework Reference for Languages (CEFR) to define individuals’ Welsh-language proficiency levels (CouncilOfEurope, 2019). Baker (2008, p.164) suggests that being bilingual supports ‘divergent thinking skills, creativity and has metalinguistic advantages’. Cook (1997, p.290) further highlights being bilingual extends an individual's access to a wider range of ‘situations and experiences’ that would not be available to monolingual individuals. 

One of the themes raised in the article concerns students valuing English-language acquisition not just for the language skills but also as a means to achieve their ‘personal and social goals’ (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2001, p.1). Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011, p.1) report ‘some parts of the world’ have changed the ‘language of instruction’ in school ‘from the mother tongue or local languages to English’ as a means towards students accessing ‘higher or further education’ or English-language job opportunities globally.

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (Welsh Government, 2015d, p.6) aims to create a ‘more equal Wales’ with a ‘thriving Welsh language’. Welsh Government has set a target of reaching one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017). Welsh Government consider education a key strategy to achieve this target through creating sequential bilinguals by increasing Welsh-medium education provision and improving English-medium Welsh language tuition (Welsh Government, 2017). Baker (2008, p.128) highlights the younger ‘a second language is learnt, the greater long-term proficiency in that language’. Parents in Wales have the choice of Welsh-medium or English -medium education for their children and recent years have seen an increased demand for Welsh-language education (StatsWales, 2019a). This evidence would support the view of Dewaele, Housen and Wei (2003) that state the perceived value and benefit of Welsh-language skills and education is growing in Wales. However, in contrast parents choosing English-medium education may not hold the same view. Welsh is not seen as having the same level of importance as a means to access higher education and employment as English within the article. Less than 5% of higher education students currently study fully or partially in Welsh and the majority of job opportunities require English-language skills, although the demand for Welsh-language skills is rising (StatsWales, 2019b; DWP, 2019; CareersWales, 2019). 

Schools can utilise the ‘Cwricwlwm Cymreig’ to develop a whole school approach to ensure a ‘Welsh dimension’ is embedded through all areas of learning and experience and will increase the focus on developing pupils’ Welsh oracy skills and improve their sense of value of Welsh as a second language in English-medium schools (Donaldson, 2015, p.15; ACCAC, 2003). This will help to ‘foster a sense of belonging’ for pupils and help to promote a stronger Welsh ethos and culture within the children that will support their desire for learning Welsh as a second language. ESTYN (2013b, p.45) highlight that the ‘most successful schools’ emphasise the Cwricwlwm Cymreig ‘across the whole school’ including ‘enjoyable extra-curricular activities’ but this is not achieved constantly in all schools and can be of great benefit to the children. 

During Personal Teaching Experience (PTE) in 2019, I supported the deputy headteacher in running a Welsh-language club. The aim of the club was to encourage the use of Welsh socially outside of class by promoting the development of language skills through a communicative teaching approach (Baker, 2008; Ellis, 1993). This communicative method of teaching the Welsh language through games, songs and activities was extremely successful at developing the children’s Welsh linguistic skills and was enjoyed by the children. ESTYN (2013b) and the Welsh Government (2015a, p.36) highlight the importance and support developing Welsh language skills through a wide range of active learning experiences with a ‘wide range of stimuli’.

Recommendations for the new curriculum for Wales 2022 state the current Cwricwlwm Cymreig should be included as a ‘starting point’ within the new curriculum document and the current ideas and ideals should be built upon (Welsh Government, 2013b, p.11) . This will help improve its implementation across all areas of learning and experience in all schools and will aim to improve all children’s Welsh language skills and to develop their knowledge and understanding of the five aspects of the Cwricwlwm Cymreig (ACCAC, 2003). Furthermore, by incorporating the Cwricwlwm Cymreig into the new curriculum it will help learners become ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ that achieve the four purposes of the curriculum and can ‘communicate effectively using the Welsh language’ in a range of settings (Donaldson, 2015, p.48).

Secondly, another of the themes raised in the article is that learners use their English language skills beyond English language acquisition sessions and teachers set learning objectives for lessons that ‘develop their’ English language skills within the wider curriculum (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011, p.6). Bernardo and Gaerlan (2011, p.6) note through these sessions bilingual learners more ‘effectively utilise’ their language for ‘different learning purposes’.

Currently in English-medium schools in Wales, Welsh is mostly taught as a direct subject and is not the medium of tuition in the wider curriculum (StatsWales, 2019a). Teachers in English-medium schools could use the Welsh language to teach the wider curriculum through the use of a Content and language integrated learning (CLIL) approach (Baker, 2008). Cummins (1986) would support this immersive style approach as it would help to develop pupils’ Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) skills by developing their second language abiltity in a holistic way. However, a CLIL approach presents some challenges as it requires teachers to have fluent or excellent language skills and the language must be understood well by the learners (Brentnall, Cann and Williams, 2009). The teacher could utilise a range of assessment for learning strategies to monitor and track learners’ progress as poor Welsh language development may negatively impact the attainment of learners throughout the wider curriculum. If this approach is implemented successfully it would help provide the children with transferable Welsh-language skills that they can use throughout their lives (Donaldson, 2015; Welsh Government, 2017).

Moreover, the article further highlights the important role of the teacher in planning and structuring the learning, and providing support to learners to scaffold their learning (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011). Davies (Welsh Government, 2013a, p.18) suggested ‘many teachers’ in English-medium primary schools may not possess the Welsh language ability and confidence that is needed to deliver the wider curriculum in Welsh. The Welsh Government has introduced a sabbatical scheme training programme for practitioners. It aims to improve practitioners' Welsh language skills and confidence, alongside providing methodology support (WJEC, 2019). An ESTYN (2012) best practice report highlights that through developing staff’s Welsh language skills, primarily through the use of the sabbatical scheme, Plascrug school in Ceredigion has been able to successfully implement the delivery of 40% of the Foundation Phase curriculum through the medium of Welsh. However, we must recognise that it will present a challenge for some schools to release teachers from their teaching role to attend the sabbatical scheme (Welsh Government, 2014b). García and Baker (2007) and Hopwood et al. (2018) highlight case studies where schools in Hungary and Finland use different fluent teachers to successfully teach a selection of curriculum subjects using an immersion CLIL method. In the interim, where possible, a more flexible approach to lesson staffing could be adopted to enable staff with well-developed Welsh-language skills to change classes to teach Welsh-medium lessons. 

Thirdly, another theme present within the article is the recommendation that ‘teachers should support and encourage’‘bilingual learners’ attempts to use their different linguistic codes’ (Bernardo and Gaerlan, 2011, p.7). Bilingual code switching can be defined as the use of two languages in one conversation or sentence (Saunders, 1988; Abudarham,1987). Grosjean (1982, p.146) highlights that historically there has been a ‘very negative attitude towards code-switching’ as it has been seen as a ‘grammerless mixture of two languages’ and indicates a lack of linguistic ability. However, by allowing and encouraging code-switching, where appropriate, in the classroom language learners will be able to practise their language skills even if they lack the ability to fully converse in one language.

Teachers in English-medium schools can support pupils’ second language acquisition by modelling code-switching through using incidental Welsh language regularly during the school day. Hulstijn (2015) recognises this approach is effective at increasing learners’ exposure and speed of language acquisition. One benefit of promoting code-switching within the classroom is that it takes away the pressure of being linguistically correct and places a greater emphasis on using what they can.

However, during PTE I observed that incidental Welsh language can become tokenistic in the classroom with the teacher and students using the same words and phases monotonously with no attempt to progress their Welsh-langugae skills. Furthermore, the use of incidental language may affect the understanding of some children who would have understood the same utterance in English. To counteract this, Dodson (1972) and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal development theory (cited in Bob Bates, 2016) would support teachers’ use of either the sandwich or direct method. In these methods, Welsh language instruction is supported with English, that is slowly withdrawn, or with a gesture or image. Dodson (1972) highlights the aim of these approaches is to promote understanding and a high level of exposure to Welsh whilst slowly withdrawing the scaffolding support.

In conclusion, the article raises some interesting themes that are adaptable and informative to the teaching of Welsh in English-medium schools. Many of the themes of the article place a focus on developing the additional language as a means of communication which Donaldson (2015) identified as a focus of the new curriculum in Wales and additionally will help the Welsh government (2017) achieve their target of one million Welsh speakers by 2050. Furthermore, the article highlights the range of influences and challenges that could impact the teaching of a second language and reinforces that teachers in Wales should continue to use a range of pedagogical approaches, teaching methodologies and strategies to cater for all learners. School leadership must continue to release staff for training to enable them to develop their Welsh-langugae teaching skills.

Furthermore, the location of the study, the Philippines, is considerably different to Wales in terms of historical, economical, cultural and linguistics aspects which presents challenges in establishing comparisons (NationsOnline, 2019). Moreover, Welsh as a second language does not have the same status as an international language as English which make it challenging to compare. I believe it would provide a beneficial wider insight for a similar study to take place in Wales alongside ‘other recursive bilingual communities such as the Basque Country, Quebec or Catalunya’  to gain further insight into the challenges and potentially the strategies that can be implemented to improve the teaching of Welsh as a second language in English-medium schools (Rhys, 2014, p.28).
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