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Overview
• Overview of the sociolinguistics of Welsh.

• Language policy context.

• Young people’s use of Welsh (Morris 2013, 2014, 
2017).

• The new media landscape.

• Opportunities and challenges.



Historical Context
• English as a prestige 

language.
• Industrial Revolution in 

many lowland eastern 
areas.

• Mass language shift.
• Distinct cultural and 

linguistic areas (e.g. 
Balsom 1985). Coupland et al. (2006: 5)



Historical Context
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Language Revitalisation and 
Devolution

• Campaigning from grassroots pressure groups throughout the 
20th Century (e.g. Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg).

• Increase in Welsh provision in law, civil life, and media.

• Creation of ‘new speakers’ through Welsh-medium and 
bilingual schools.

• ‘Language revitalisation measures and the devolution process 
have opened up new spaces and created new resources with 
which to construct a bilingual society’ (Williams 2008: 279).



Language and 
‘Welshness’ in the 21st C.
• Language policy now inextricably linked with the Welsh 

Government (Carlin & Mac Giolla Chrìost 2016).

• Previous studies show favourable attitudes towards 
Welsh in general (e.g. Welsh Government 2012).

• Tendency for  Welsh to be seen as important part of a 
Welsh identity, especially symbolic use (Coupland et al. 
2005).



(Some) Current Issues in 
Welsh Sociolinguistics

• Decrease in Welsh speakers from 20.8% (2001) to 
19% (2011), i.e. from 582,000 in 2001 to 562,000 in 
2011.

• The sharpest decreases have been in traditionally 
Welsh-speaking areas, where Welsh is/has been a 
‘community’ language.

• The number of people using Welsh is a lot less than 
the number that speak the language (around 11%, 
Welsh Government 2012, see also Jones 2012).











Language Policy Context





Welsh Language Standards

http://www.comisiynyddygymraeg.cymru/English/Langua
ge%20duties/Pages/What-are-standards.aspx



http://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2017/90/pdf
s/wsi_20170090_mi.pdf



Use of Welsh among Young 
People

Age	group Able	to	speak	Welsh Not	able	to	speak	Welsh %	Able	to	speak	Welsh Total
10	to	14 75,093 102,655 42.2 177,74
15	to	19 58,513 140,607 29.4 199,120
20	to	24 37,258 174,666 17.6 211,924
25	to	29 30,425 155,303 16.4 185,728
Total 50,322 143,308 35.1 198,924

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Welsh-
Language/WelshSpeakers-by-LocalAuthority-Gender-

DetailedAgeGroups-2011Census



Use of Welsh among Young 
People

• Language use and linguistic behaviour varies 
considerably between areas (even in Y Fro Gymraeg). 
Morris (2010) distinguishes between assimilating 
communities, distinctive language groups, and 
assimilated communities.



Use of Welsh among young 
people (Morris 2010: 95)



Use of Welsh among Young 
People

• Communities of Practice in school settings (Musk 
2006).

• Contesting school-based ideologies (Selleck 2016).

• Language socialisation beginning at school and 
influencing speakers in later life (Hodges et al. 2015: 
114).

• Lack of confidence in Welsh (Hodges et al. 2015).



Summary
• Weakening of traditional 

communities.

• ‘Revitalisation’ and the 
creation of new 
speakers.

• Competing ‘language 
ideologies’ (e.g. Musk 
2006; Selleck 2012).

• Effect on use and speech 
production (Morris 2013; 
2014; 2017; Morris et 
al. 2016).



North Wales Study (Morris 
2013, 2014, 2017)



Results: Overview
• Overall positive attitudes towards Welsh (when asked 

explicitly).

• Differences in use between home-language groups.

• Areal differences for those from Welsh-speaking 
homes only.

• Strong correlation between home language and self-
reported ability in Welsh.



Results: Overview

North West

• Language-specific peer groups.

• Lack of confidence in English 
among some from Welsh-
speaking homes.

• Non-convergent modes of talk 
(flexible bilingualism as school 
policy).

• Language as a salient subject.

North East

• Peer groups based on other 
things (e.g. Gender, sports).

• English outside of the 
classroom (Welsh reserved for 
diads from Welsh-speaking 
homes).

• Tended not to mention 
language.



Feeling comfortable

[Mae] lot o bobl yn meddwl y dylia nhw wneud 
mwy o ymdrech i siarad Cymraeg, yn enwedig 
athrawon, [...] na i siarad efo nhw yn Gymraeg 
ond gwnân nhw ateb yn Saesneg [...]. Fyddai 
byth siarad Saesneg achos well gen i siarad 
Cymraeg. Fedra i ddeall pam bod nhw’n siarad 
Saesneg achos dwi’n teimlo’n anghyfforddus 
yn siarad Saesneg fy hun.



Special lessons

I think I can’t [speak Welsh] though cos I 
remember the school was quite bitchy [...] cos 
in primary school they used to start on me for 
it a lot [....]. Like I had to have special lessons 
just on how to pronounce and that was really 
embarrassing. I think that’s why I don’t like it.



Teachers and preachers

Yn Ffestiniog [...] ti’n gweld lot o [...] Vicky 
Pollards ond maen nhw i gyd yn siarad 
Cymraeg sy’n really weird. Yn fama [...] mae’r 
working class yn siarad Saesneg a wedyn 
teachers and preachers Cymraeg sort of 
middle class [...] neud lot o pethau fel 
twmpaths.



Swot

Odd rhwyun ‘di galw fi’n swot am siarad 
Cymraeg ac on i’n teimlo’n really upset a 
wedyn dwi ddim really siarad Cymraeg gymaint 
rŵan. Wel, ers y blynyddoedd dan ni’n siarad 
Saesneg efo ffrindie.



Summary

• The role of linguistic background and, to a certain 
extent, region on language use.

• Confidence in speaking Welsh much lower among 
English home-language group in both areas.

• The use of Welsh in informal contexts can be 
stigmatised in some networks.



Summary
• Speakers from English-speaking homes acquire Welsh but 

those in neither NW or NE seemed under ‘pressure’ to use 
it outside of the classroom (cf. Assimilating communities; 
Morris 2010).

• Linguistic tensions noted in Caernarfon (‘They should 
speak Welsh vs. ‘Welsh is forced on us’) possibly linked to 
confidence.

• Welsh tended not to be a part of life outside of classroom 
for some from English-language homes.

• Clear evidence of ‘habits’ acquired in school (cf. Mudes, 
Pujolar & Puigdevall 2015; Hodges et al. 2015).



The New Media Landscape



Digital Infrastructure



Hacking the Language

http://haciaith.com/what-is-hacior-iaith-english/





https://youtu.be/oISH_Ndh3ac



http://www.yrawrgymraeg.cymru/





The Possibilities for New 
Media in Welsh

• Maintenance of traditional Welsh-speaking 
communities which are weakening.

• Breaking the inherent link between Welsh and school, 
in particular for those who have very negative attitudes 
towards the language.

• Providing platforms for language use which is relevant 
to audiences in terms of delivery and content.



Challenges (Evas & Cunliffe 
2016)

• Low take-up of Welsh e-
services and a ‘build it and 
they will come’ tradition.

• Lack of an end-to-end user 
experience and poor 
quality.

• Making an ‘Active Offer’ to 
users.



Challenges Challenges 
(Cunliffe et al. 2013)

• The recreating of offline networks (Ellison et al. 2007).



Challenges (Cunliffe et al. 
2013)

• The influence of community on online Welsh use.



Challenges Challenges 
(Cunliffe et al. 2013)

• The confidence to engage (Cunliffe et al. 2013).



Conclusions
• The education system provides ‘language donation’ 

(Evas 2002) for many new speakers of Welsh. Many 
parents want their children to acquire Welsh.

• But the use of Welsh among many young people 
remains largely confined to those who have been 
socialised in the language from an early age.

• It remains to be seen how linguistic behaviour changes 
across the lifespan.



Conclusions

• There seem therefore to be two challenges in the 
Welsh context:

• To engage more Welsh speakers to use Welsh 
outside of the classroom during their years in 
education.

• To maintain engagement with Welsh following post-
compulsory education.



Conclusions
• New media in Welsh needs to have infrastructure.

• New media in Welsh needs to be relevant, targetted 
towards specific groups and help to maintain 
communities of speakers across the lifespan (cf. 
Community-driven and crowd-driven; Marten, this 
conference).

• Researchers need to capture engagement and impact 
(cf. Pritchard & Lloyd Jones, this conference).
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