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A 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

Lewis (2015) centres around the Welsh language in English-medium schools. This article highlights many different aspects of the Welsh second language such as attainment, the value and status of Welsh, the new curriculum and the standard of teaching. Therefore, this will be the focus points of this essay. 

In this article, Lewis (2015) calls upon the document “One language for all” published by Professor Sioned Davies. He addresses the issues surrounding poor attainment and low standards shown within English-medium schools. Poor attainment is evident through “Nearly three quarters of the population in Wales had no Welsh language skills” (National Office of Statistics, 2011), despite Welsh being compulsory in schools until the age of sixteen. This could be a result of a poor standard of teaching, as the number of children who are achieving a level four at Key Stage Two in Welsh is low (Davies, 2013). This might originate from teachers not having the confidence to develop the children’s Welsh language skills. Many teachers lack the confidence to use the Welsh language themselves, leading to insufficient time being allocated to the develop Welsh as a second language (Estyn, 2012). 

During my time in primary school, this was not the case as it was a very rich environment with the Welsh language used frequently. Many of the teachers were able to use the language accurately and with confidence for Welsh both as a first and second language. Allowing the use of Welsh to be consistent throughout all lessons fulfils the responsibility of cross curriculum teaching and satisfying Y Curriculum Cymreig. This develops Welsh language skills through incidental Welsh and the culture of Wales (Donaldson, 2015). However, since my time at primary school I have experienced very little exposure to the Welsh language therefore leading my confidence using the language to decrease. In my workplace, there has been limited opportunities to use the Welsh language as everyone who I have encountered either lacked the confidence or vocabulary to hold a purposeful conversation.  

Lewis (2015) highlights the value and status of the Welsh language and focuses on its appeal to the workforce. This is relatively low due to a small number of Welsh speakers and Welsh not being the dominant language in many communities. The reason for the lack of Welsh in the communities could be traced back to the history of the Welsh language. This has been very controversial, with the use of the ‘Welsh Knot’ in schools. This was intended to punish pupils for speaking Welsh which consequently lowered the value of speaking Welsh in communities. In recent times, this has continued to stay low. There is also the added element of the fear of learning two languages. This could hinder the children’s learning and understanding of the both languages and might begin to ‘code switch’ when speaking (Lightbrown and Spada, 2006). On the other hand, there is an argument that “Successful learning of another language can influence the capacity to learn subsequent languages and may have wider cognitive benefits” (Donaldson, 2015 p.48). This positive view on learning more than one language can improve the value and status of Welsh in both the community and schools. Moreover, it will also be working towards the ‘Well-being Goals’ of a thriving Welsh language (WAG, 2015). 

There are a number of programmes that have been put in place by the Welsh Government to raise the status of Welsh such as the ‘Sabbatical Scheme.’ This allows teachers who desire to improve their Welsh language skills to take a year out from teaching to go on a Welsh language course. Thus, when they return to their schools, they have the confidence and skills to use Welsh in the classroom, developing the children’s skills and understanding further. Secondly, ‘Welsh for adult centres’ provide opportunities to learn Welsh nationally. These centres are accessible to the general public are able to apply it in their workplace and personal lives (Estyn, 2012). Therefore, this raises the status of Welsh by enhancing its commercial value to the job market (Donaldson, 2015). 

Moving on, the ten recommendations made by Donaldson (2015) have all been accepted by Lewis (2015). With the acceptance of these ten recommendations there will be some major changes to the Welsh language, with the status of the language expected to increase. One of the recommendations made is for the focus of the Welsh second language in schools to be changed (Donaldson, 2015). This will result in the teaching of the language changing due to the renewed focus from the current formal teaching of the language. This will focus on communication, oral skills and understanding (Donaldson, 2015). In my opinion, this is the most suitable focus for Welsh as a second language as it can be transferred and used outside of the classroom. Therefore, this can potentially aid learners socially and in the workplace. Combining the new focus with the Welsh language being measured on a continuum will provide further benefits to the language. This will put less pressure on children to achieve the expected level four at the end of Key Stage Two. The use of Welsh being used outside the classroom has the potential to motivate children to become more involved in Welsh. Estyn found that there was a positive attitude towards Welsh during the Foundation Phase and the potential motivation has the ability to continue this positive attitude (2013, cited in Davies, 2013 p.12). This is important as it “Can be claimed no successful cognitive or affective activity can be carried out without some degree of self-esteem or confidence” (Brown, 2006 p.154). This reinforces the point that a continuum is more beneficial as the learners will build confidence and develop at their own pace. If the teacher is also comfortable using the Welsh language, the leaner’s self -esteem can be raised and in turn inspire a higher quality learning and development of the language.

Another recommendation made by Donaldson (2015) is that Welsh medium schools will support and assist English medium schools. This assistance will be to aid teachers and practitioners in the English medium schools as the Welsh medium schools will be a hub for the Welsh language (Donaldson 2015).  Personally, I think this recommendation is very important as schools from different communities will form relationships with one another and provide an insight to other communities for the children in both schools. Therefore, this will have a wider positive impact, not just on the Welsh language. The affects for the Welsh language are also very positive as the children in the English medium schools will have access to a very high standard of Welsh. The children within English medium schools can naturally develop the quality of the language just from the exposure. Pioneer schools will also be used to develop the new framework and will most likely be the first schools forming this relationship with added assistance from Welsh and international experts (Lewis, 2015). All of this external assistance to English medium schools result in confident and ambitious learners who can accurately use the Welsh language and fulfil the “Significant shortage of people in the workforce who can work effectively in Welsh and English” (Donaldson, 2015 p.58).  

Overall, Lewis (2015) discusses the current issues facing the Welsh language such as the low standard of teaching highlighted by Estyn. As well as this, he looks at the future of the Welsh language through Donaldson’s new curriculum. Simultaneously, he observes methods to increase the status and appeal of the Welsh language in the job market and within society. However, these changes need to be made in order for the Welsh language to develop. 
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